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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR AN INTERCULTURAL, ANTIRACIST 
THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION 
 
A dissertation by Steffano Montano 
 




Abstract: Catholic theological education in the United States of America in the year 2019 
(and beyond) must confront the realities of racism and ethnocentrism, and understand how 
racist and ethnocentric epistemologies intrude into the classroom. These epistemologies 
interfere with the ways that theological educators are able to teach about and through an 
anthropology of the imago Dei that demands an equitable valuation of people of color, both 
socially and theologically. Yet a history of a “white savior complex” pervades Catholic 
theological education in the U.S. and stands in the way of cherishing the theological agency 
and contributions of people of color. Such a complex can be addressed through the use of 
antiracist and intercultural pedagogies that allows the scholarship and experiences of 
people of color, both students and academics, to achieve equitable impact in theological 
education and that leads all students to reflect on the development of their racial, ethnic, 
and cultural identities.  The use of four distinct antiracist and intercultural pedagogical 
pillars are developed and illustrated through vignettes pulled from the experiences of 
theological educators teaching about racism and ethnocentrism in Catholic colleges and 
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 In 2019, Catholics in the United States of America remain split on issues that regard 
the fundamental sanctity of human life.1 This split revolves not around the best ways to 
protect and honor the sanctity of human life, but rather on who’s life is worth protecting. 
While Catholics remain united on the protecting the life of the unborn, the lives of migrants 
fleeing violence and poverty is placed on a second tier, as many Catholic voters and 
politicians choose nationalist and perceived “security” interests over the protection of the 
lives of these migrants, who are today being forced to endure the trauma of family 
separations and detention, or to remain in Mexico, a land not their own, where they face 
the dangers of being kidnapped, trafficked, raped, or killed. On the surface, this split 
appears confusing. Why would Catholics, who uphold the sanctity of human life stemming 
from a belief in being created in the image and likeness of God, suddenly choose to honor 
that dignity in some lives and violate it in others?  
 The unfortunate fact is that Catholics in the United States have always struggled in 
the ways that they have tried to defend the lives and nurture the faith of people of color. 
Racism and ethnocentrism have been social ills that have plagued Catholic clergy, 
educators, and leaders ever since the colonial era. While Catholics have at various times 
supported and struggled against racist policies and social institutions, one reality that has 
remained rather constant is a white savior mentality. The white savior mentality proposes 
                                                     
1 While a majority of Catholics do oppose policies that hurt migrants, the majority is a slim one. In a review 
of polls conducted in 2019, Catholics appeared nearly split along ideological lines in support of President 
Trump and his policies. Robert David Sullivan, “List: Taking the Pulse of Catholic Voters,” America 




solutions for problems that plague communities of color without allowing the agency and 
input of those communities. These solutions inevitably end up retrenching existing power 
configurations, which provide no true solutions in a society continually marred by policies 
that unjustly target communities of color for imprisonment, deportation, and 
impoverishment.  
There are many reasons for this sad reality. The power that white European 
Catholics were able to grasp for themselves by enculturating into white racist power 
structures in the U.S. is one such reason. A deeper reason is the theological education that 
Catholic clergy, educators, and leaders themselves received and have continued to 
reproduce. The centering of white Catholic voices, scholarship, and theology within 
Catholic theological education has furthered a facile engagement with the lives and 
theological reflections of communities of color. A shallow level of engagement with the 
realities that communities of color experience extends the epistemic biases that paint 
people of color as less able to connect to God’s own image and likeness. These biases can 
be traced even beyond colonial missionary experiences to the neo-platonic focus on 
intelligence over physical matter, and on Greek and Roman imperialist rankings of 
particular cultural forms of intelligence over and above other cultural forms.  
 What is needed is a corrective lens for theological educators to understand how 
racial and ethnic biases work, how racial-ethnic-cultural identities are formed, how all 
people embody hybrid identities that problematize myths of racial or ethnic 
purity/superiority, and how solidarity is an important practical element to the image and 
likeness of God that all people embody through our created nature. Doing so requires that 
the tools and pedagogical insights from intercultural and antiracist pedagogies be brought 
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to bear on the way that theological educators approach their courses. The learning 
objectives, content, and teaching strategies that theological educators must adopt in order 
to take seriously a theological anthropology of the imago Dei are at the core of this 
dissertation. In order to arrive at these corrective strategies, theological educators across 
five Catholic colleges and universities were surveyed and interviewed about their 
experiences teaching about racism and ethnocentrism. The vignettes that surfaced from 
these interviews confirm many of the teaching deficits that antiracist pedagogies seek to 
redress. The pillars that this dissertation puts forth as a corrective to these deficits arise 
from both antiracist/intercultural pedagogical insights and the theological anthropologies 
of scholars of color.  
In the first chapter, the subject of bias is unpacked through the lenses of sociology, 
philosophy, and critical race theory. Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus provides a 
sociological theory for the ways that biases get handed down through the normalization of 
narratives of inferiority or danger. Then, critical race scholar Kim Crenshaw’s analysis of 
formal legal equality points to the ways that legal consciousness supports the continued 
retrenchment of racial consciousness. The work of Bernard Lonergan is then used to 
describe how biases function in educational endeavors, primarily as a poisoning of the 
ability to properly understand and judge the reality of a particular experience. Finally, a 
look at how students are affected by these biases rounds out an exploration of how racial 
and ethnic biases (among others) impact efforts to educate students to appreciate the lives 
and experiences of diverse others, and to understand how their own ability to succeed is 
impacted by the internalization of these biases. 
4 
 
Chapter two traces the history of theological and missionary engagement with 
indigenous peoples in the Americas first, then with enslaved African peoples exported to 
the Americas. The theological roots of colonial attitudes towards people of color are traced 
to the patristic era and are the result of centuries of theological education that denied the 
fullness of the imago Dei that people of color embodied. Moving into the19th and 20th 
centuries, white Catholic clergy and leaders expressed equivocal responses to the realities 
of slavery and racism in the United States; some supported the system outright, others 
lamented its abuses while providing no alternatives, and some sought to denounce these 
abuses while simultaneously denying agency and power to communities of color. An 
analysis of these responses points to the reaffirmation of colonial mentalities which can be 
described today as a white savior mentality. The voices of people of color during these 
periods continually denounce white Catholic responses to their own agency and begin to 
splinter off into their own silos, thus broadening the gap epistemologically. 
In chapter three, the epistemologies, hermeneutics, and anthropologies of people of 
color are reclaimed in an effort to give new light to traditional (white European) 
interpretations of the imago Dei. The chapter begins with an exegesis of Gen 1:26-27 (the 
imago Dei text) from the perspective of people of color. Building blocks for an antiracist 
theological anthropology are drawn from each of these critical perspectives, which will 
later inform the foundational pillars developed in chapter five. 
Chapter four begins with an analysis of the ways that theological educators writing 
in the journal Religious Education have engaged racism and ethnocentrism since the turn 
of the century. Their contributions are analyzed using the framework developed by critical 
race theorist Zeus Leonardo, which positions each article from one of four predominant 
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approaches: critical race theory, whiteness studies, cultural theory, or Marxist theory. Then, 
the theoretical underpinnings of antiracist and intercultural pedagogical theorists are 
presented, including the racial/cultural developmental stages that these pedagogies operate 
from. After these stages are clarified, the dynamics of racial dialogues are unpacked, which 
helps to understand the specific movements and tactics these pedagogies employ to help 
students reflect on the realities of racism and ethnocentrism. Finally, the vignettes 
developed from the surveys and interviews conducted for this dissertation are presented 
and analyzed with the lenses from the above theories.  
Chapter five, the final chapter, presents the four pedagogical pillars for antiracist 
and intercultural theological education. These pillars are drawn from the theological 
anthropologies of people of color and developed with antiracist and intercultural 
pedagogical theories and developmental stages in mind. The pillars, identity, freedom, 
reflection on bias, and solidarity as praxis, are meant to function not as discreet areas of 
investigation but as integrated parts of an approach to discussing racism and forming 
antiracist and intercultural leaders in ministry. To understand how the pillars function, 
correctives to the vignettes presented in the previous chapter are developed using the pillars 
as a foundation. 
Three appendices are included. The first two reproduce the survey (Appendix A) 
and interview (Appendix B) questions used to gather vignettes from theological educators 
who agreed to share their experiences teaching about racism or ethnocentrism. The third 
appendix (Appendix C) presents a sample lesson plan that incorporates the antiracist and 
intercultural pillars developed within this dissertation, as a way to illustrate how they 
function practically in the planning stages of a lesson.  
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1.0 Ch. 1 Racism and Theological Education 
 
It was the 10th anniversary of the 9/11 terror attacks.  I was teaching at a small Catholic 
university in a highly diverse part of the country.  On that day, the Campus Ministry Office 
put together an interfaith prayer service as a way of allowing everyone to hold the memory 
of those terrible attacks while praying for peace in the world. The event featured a Catholic 
priest, a Christian minister, a Buddhist monk, a Jewish rabbi, and a Muslim imam. The 
imam, who was an African American, began the ceremony with the Muslim call to prayer: 
“Allah’u Akbar, Allah’u Akbar” which translates to “God is great, God is great”. I had 
decided to take the 25 students in my introduction to theology class to this event as a way 
for them to understand how religions respond to violence, and later to unpack the ways 
that different religions’ theodicies are found within those responses. Before going, I had 
instructed my students that they didn’t need to pray or to do anything other than observe. 
Yet one of my students took great offense to being there after she heard the Muslim imam’s 
call to prayer. This student, who identified herself as a Jewish atheist, immediately equated 
those words to the words spoken by the terrorists on 9/11/01 during their attack. She felt 
that Islam was a religion of violence, and that the imam who opened the prayer service on 
that day was actually mocking us by uttering those words. She took to social media to decry 
the event, and when we tried to unpack it in class the next week, her voice was the loudest, 
driving others to the point of silence. She immediately set off a firestorm across the class, 
and the university, about the event and her own opinions of it. She couldn’t understand 
why a Catholic university might invite a Muslim imam to pray on the anniversary of 9/11. 
She wasn’t open to hearing what the tradition says about interfaith dialogue. Whenever I 
tried to have the class reflect theologically on experiences of suffering from different 
cultural contexts, her voice would interrupt and challenge. Her voice would impede the 
conversation from ever even taking place. I felt as if I was ill equipped to deal with her, 
and that she was an undue influence during the course on the rest of the class, which 
became more polarized by her presence and voice. For the rest of the semester, we had to 
tread lightly, even after she was removed from the course.  
 
Looking back on the incident described above, why did I not figure student biases 
into the conversation? Why did I not imagine that students might not be able to reflect on 
their own biases as a matter of course? I had never been exposed to anti-bias or antiracist 
curricula. Even if I thought that there might be some reactions, I would have had no true 
way to help students unpack them. The learning objectives for the course certainly suffered 
at the hands of the emotional and psychological effects of this interaction. My own intent 
in having the students attend the prayer service wasn’t even focused on the identity issues 
involved. If I had been attempting to do so, how might that have changed the interaction?  
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If I had decided to pay closer attention to the biases of my students, how might that have 
affected the conversation?  
While the conversation above happened in 2011, it points to the reality of the 
present moment. The United States in 2019 is an extremely polarized country along the 
lines of identity politics, and the old realms of political discourse around the role and size 
of government have taken a back seat to racist, ethnocentric, and nationalist ideas about 
who belongs in the country and about whose lives count the most. The above story is not 
only about interfaith dialogue, though it does appear that way on the surface. It is, in 
actuality, about race and ethnicity and illustrates the ways that culturally and politically 
generated biases impede the teaching of theology. The U.S. Catholic Bishops, in 2018, 
published a statement on racism that recognizes these realities, noting that “Racism comes 
in many forms… Racial profiling frequently targets Hispanics for selective immigration 
enforcement policies, and African Americans, for suspected criminal activity. There is also 
the growing fear and harassment of persons from majority Muslim countries. Extreme 
nationalist ideologies are feeding the American public discourse with xenophobic rhetoric 
that instigates fear against foreigners, immigrants, and refugees.”2 In the above narrative, 
the fact that the Muslim imam was an African American man (and not, for example, a 
lighter skinned Bosnian Serb) mattered as much as the words that he spoke. It is clear that 
the issue of islamophobia, like so many other fears and hatreds directed towards minorities, 
are actually steeped in racist and ethnocentric narratives. It is these narratives that need to 
be struggled against if Catholic theological educators in the U.S. are going to faithfully 
                                                     
2 USCCB. “Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring Call to Love: A Pastoral Letter Against Racism”, 
(Washington, DC: USCCB, 2018): 4. 
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execute their responsibility to teach about the equality of humanity as God’s own image 
and likeness in the world. 
Catholic theological educators have a responsibility to teach students out of an 
anthropology of the imago dei, which grounds the human person as a created expression 
of the image and likeness of God. This grounding calls for an education that upholds the 
dignity of each person, not only as an individual, but as a particular expression of cultural 
forces that influence that individual’s ability to make theological meaning of the world and 
to act in accordance with those meanings. In today’s polarized climate, many of these 
theological meaning-making structures are heavily influenced by racial and ethnic biases 
that prevent meaningful discussion about the world and hobble the voices of people of 
color in theological education. As illustrated above, these biases can impede the ability of 
theological educators to share reflections on God, suffering, and liberation from diverse 
cultural contexts. The theological reflections of people of color in particular often 
emphasize another cornerstone of Catholic theology: an ethics of solidarity around a shared 
sense of humanity. Solidarity is seen by many scholars of color as a pivotal building block 
towards addressing systemic injustices. Yet, as an ethic that requires bridging between 
groups, it is one that racial and ethnic bias makes it difficult to move towards. The racial 
and ethnic biases in the classroom produce powerful emotions sustained by cultural 
narratives that hierarchize the humanity of persons and cultures, making it more difficult 
to discuss particular theological anthropologies and ethics.  The difficulties theological 
educators face in these moments rarely stay within those moments, especially for the 
people of color in the room, and most theological educators are not properly trained to 
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facilitate the assessment and interrogation of these bias-driven emotions and narratives in 
the classroom. 
How could theological educators in Catholic colleges and universities be equipped 
to navigate these discussions competently, so that students come away with a greater 
awareness not only of what the tradition says but of how their own lives and cultures impact 
the way the tradition is heard? More importantly, how can Catholic theological educators 
stay true to what the tradition demands: that they form their students in a way that is 
“committed to the promotion of solidarity and its meaning in society and the world”?3 
Taking a stand against racism and ethnocentrism is an important part of understanding how 
solidary relationships in the world need to be shaped, and to what end they should strive. 
For that reason, it is important that theological educators in Catholic colleges and 
universities look to undoing racist and ethnocentric narratives that prevent this commitment 
to solidarity from taking hold in the lives of students. In doing so, theological educators 
must be equipped to understand how racial bias works, how it affects conversations about 
these narratives, and how students need to be supported during these conversations. 
Racism is described as any form of discrimination stemming from a broad social 
construction of racist ideas. Racist ideas, defined by Ibram Kendi as “any concept that 
regards one racial group as inferior or superior to another racial group in any way”4 rely on 
narratives that sustain those claims. These narratives work in two directions: to hold up one 
racial group (described as white in the United States) as the main drivers of innovation, 
success, and productivity, and to hold down other racial groups as the main drivers of 
                                                     
3 John Paul, II, “Ex Corde Ecclessiae: Apostolic Constitution of the Supreme Pontiff John Paull II on 
Catholic Universities”, (Rome: The Vatican, 1990): paragraph 37. 
4 Ibram Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning, (New York: Bold Type Books, 2016): 10. 
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violence, crime, and poverty. In the United States, a country that was built on the backs of 
African slaves, these narratives tie themselves closely to ethnocentrism as well. 
Ethnocentrism can be described as any form of discrimination stemming from a broad 
social construction of ethnocentric ideas. Borrowing from Kendi’s own construction for 
defining racist ideas, ethnocentric ideas are: any concept that regards one cultural group as 
inferior or superior to another cultural group in any way. Both race and ethnicity are social 
constructs, the results of social processes meant to bolster the economic and political power 
structures dominant at the time the constructs were created. Both also have significant 
overlap: skin color, hair, and accented speech are ways that race and ethnicity are most 
frequently identified. People who most often experience violence or discrimination based 
on their race or ethnicity are targeted because their race or ethnicity deviates from that of 
the majority, which in the U.S. in 2019 is anyone of white European decent.  
Racism and ethnocentrism are present within Catholic theological education 
classrooms in various forms and its presence precludes students’ ability to successfully 
engage with theological scholarship from people of color. All students suffer as a result, 
albeit in different ways. Theological educators must overcome several cognitive and 
affective barriers if they want to have their students successfully engage the scholarship of 
theologians and communities of color.  
 
1.1 How Bias Functions 
 
 
 Bias functions in every decision that you or I make on a daily basis. We decide in 
favor of those things that we find either attractive, useful, or pleasurable and against those 
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things we find unattractive, useless, painful, or dangerous.5 Writ large, bias is a natural 
product of how the human mind operates.6 Yet it is not without social inscription, that is to 
say, it is not a phenomenon that occurs in the vacuum of the individual. The way that others 
are perceived, as attractive, useful, unattractive, useless, inferior, dangerous, or any 
combination thereof, are heavily influenced by the narratives about groups that get handed 
down. These narratives attempt to define how our neighbors are “other” from us, and in 
turn help to define how any particular group defines it’s self in juxtaposition to that “other”.  
 From a sociological perspective, racial/ethnic bias in particular is about the self-
definition of white people, constructed during a time when many white Europeans settling 
in the Americas were exporting black people for slave labor from Africa and enslaving 
indigenous people for labor across the American continents. The definition of whiteness 
emerged as a way to separate themselves from people of color, and to justify their own 
sense of superiority over them. The narratives that were told about non-white peoples 
became fixed within the dominant white culture. People of color were seen as deficient in 
their ability to thrive, to habituate to European customs, and to become faithful Christians. 
For these reasons enslavement, culturally erasing education, and missionary activity were 
seen as laudable activities for white Europeans (who then became white Americans) to 
engage in: if whites cared for people of color and put them to some sort of use in their own 
colonial endeavors, they would live in better conditions than if left to their own devices, 
and exposure to the sacraments would mean that their souls would be saved as well. A 
greater exploration of how these narratives evolved and the theological anthropologies 
                                                     
5 Mahzarin R. Banaji and Anthony G. Greenwald, Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People (New York: 




active within them will be undertaken in chapter two, but they are worth mentioning here 
as well in order to understand that the roots of these narratives have survived in some way 
in the present day. 
 Bias is more than the ideas of a particular group of people existing at a certain time. 
They are stories that affect the way people behave, and they get handed down across time 
so that they become habitual. Pierre Bourdieu, a French theorist in sociology and 
philosophy, described his concept of habitus as the way that individuals perceive and react 
to the social world around them.7 These perceptions and reactions do not occur in a vacuum 
but rather are the result of the process of socialization, in which people mimic the reactions 
and behaviors of others around them. This mimicking allows people to come up with 
approaches to situations without overthinking them, that is, by relying on their gut instincts, 
which have been shaped by socialization. While this is an advantage in situations that might 
genuinely place someone in danger, they also endanger the well-being, freedom, and lives 
of people of color when racism is a habitus handed down across generations and cultures. 
Studies show this active within the lives of children in their approach to race: when children 
are raised in a way that they respect their parents and want to be like them, and when those 
parents themselves hold implicit racial biases, the children will display those biases when 
tested for them.8 To be sure, the biases are durable but not inflexible, and they tend to 
accommodate to contemporary sensibilities that are shaped by the mores and laws of any 
particular time. Racism and ethnocentrism in the United States today, for example, are 
                                                     
7 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990): 55-61. 
8 Jennifer L. Eberhardt, Biased: Uncovering the Hidden Prejudice that Shapes What We See, Think, and Do 
(New York: Viking Press, 2019): 50-51. 
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rarely expressed consciously and overtly because of the work that the Civil Rights 
movement engaged in during the 20th century.9  
 The civil rights legislation of the 20th century granted equal protection under the 
law to persons of color, yet this guarantee of protection remains unequally practiced 
because of the ways that U.S. culture paints people of color as inherently dangerous. An 
important element of the ways that white supremacists after reconstruction hoped to keep 
African Americans (and other people of color) from attaining full equality was to culturally 
promote them as dangerous. The film Birth of a Nation, which debuted in 1915, was one 
of many attempts to impose one such narrative: that of the dangerous, libidinous sexual 
predator onto African American males. The film gave birth to the Ku Klux Klan and shifted 
the narrative of black males (and black people) from inferior and needing guidance, to 
dangerous and out for revenge. In 2015, a century later, the same rhetoric and trope was 
used by then candidate Donald Trump to paint Mexicans (and the many other Latin 
American immigrants seeking asylum in the U.S. that were referred to as “Mexicans”) as 
drug dealers, criminals, and rapists, too dangerous and unworthy of entry into the country. 
President Trump defended his comment in 2018, alluding to a Doctors Without Borders 
statistic citing the sexual violence that Latin American women experience as they cross 
borders while simultaneously conflating abuser with victim seeking asylum in the U.S.10 
The cultural appeals of danger coincide with a belief in the law as fair and just, so that the 
severely unequal numbers of arrested, imprisoned, deported, and executed people of color 
                                                     
9 Though that has changed in considerable ways during the presidency of Donald J. Trump. 
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are deemed the just execution of the rule of law. In this way, legal decisions and ideologies 
also hand down a racist habitus.   
As Antonio Gramsci articulated in his theory of hegemony, domination is a 
combination of physical coercion and ideological control.11 Laws are an important 
dimension of ideological control because they embody and retrench “ideological 
assumptions about human relations which people accept as natural and even immutable.”12 
These assumptions about the law make it difficult for people, especially those who benefit 
the most from the law, to question the legitimacy of the legal system itself. The fact that 
laws keep most people safe add another layer of cognitive reinforcement to the status quo. 
The law therefore proves to be a powerful paradigm for reigning in the field of possibility: 
“People can demand change only in ways that reflect the logic of the institutions they are 
challenging. Demands for change that do not reflect the institutional logic – that is, 
demands that do not engage and subsequently reinforce the dominant ideology – will 
probably be ineffective.”13 Indeed, if we look to much of the rhetoric employed by Rev. 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders, we see that they leveraged 
institutional logics to point out the hypocrisies within the system, rather than question the 
foundation of the system supplying the rights they wished to claim. These same limits are 
often encountered when discussions that touch on racism or ethnocentrism are encountered 
in theological education. The voices of scholars of color theologically critiquing the system 
that threatens their communities are dismissed by some students, and raise serious reactions 
                                                     
11 Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchement: Transformation and Legitimation in 
Anti-Discrimination Law,” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement, ed. by 
Kimberlé Crenshaw, et. al. (New York: The New Press, 1995), 108. 
12 Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchement”, 108-109. 
13 Ibid, 111. 
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within others, that the same system supports and keeps safe. Lost in these discussions are 
the ways that these communities find God standing with them against injustice, and how 
Christians can find ourselves called to do the same. Those students who exhibit these 
negative reactions to theological scholarship from people of color do not consider 
themselves racist and might not hold any explicit bias against people of color. Nevertheless, 
their gut reactions to these theologies are shaped by racial bias. 
Racism, in its present form, does not function out of a conscious ill will that most 
whites experience towards people of color (though some do), or because people of color 
sometimes serve as convenient scapegoats (though they do). While formal legal equality 
was attained through the civil rights movement, many of the patterns of domination that 
were legally protected for so long remain today, largely because many of the social ideas 
about people of color that supported those laws in the past continue to exist in the present.14 
A legal consciousness of inequality and subordination gave birth to race consciousness, 
which continues to “justify all the forms of unofficial racial discrimination, injury, and 
neglect that flourish in a society only formally dedicated to equality…”15 
 The cognitive impact that race consciousness has on whites is substantial. It shapes 
the narratives of meritocracy and an even playing field that actively subverts efforts to 
redress current racial oppressions. The results of racial consciousness on many white 
students (and others who have interiorized this consciousness) are that any sort of racial 
bias that people of color feel they experience are written off by white students (and some 
scholars) as the result of individual’s who either violated the law or were somehow 
responsible for their own victimization under a fair and impartial system.  
                                                     
14 Ibid, 115. 
15 Ibid, 116. 
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Believing both that blacks are inferior and that the economy impartially rewards 
the superior over the inferior, whites see that most blacks are indeed worse off than 
whites are which reinforces their sense that the market is operating ‘fairly and 
impartially’; those who logically should be at the bottom are on the bottom… Racial 
ideology thus operates in conjunction with the class components of legal ideology 
to reinforce the status quo, both in terms of class and race.16 
 
Realizing the impact that laws have on the education and formation of whites is an 
important step in combating the essentialist nature of their racial consciousness. It is also 
only one facet of the ways in which racism and ethnocentrism get culturally reproduced. 
Theological educators must contend with these cultural tropes whenever they wish to teach 
about racism and ethnocentrism as essential aspects of curricula in areas such as ethics, 
theological anthropology, or even popular religiosity.  
 
1.2 Racism and Ethnocentrism as Entrenched Educational Realities 
 
 
Bernard Lonergan, like Bourdieu, also discusses the effects of bias on our cognition 
and perception. While Bourdieu focused on the behavioral implications of habitus as well 
as on its perpetuation, Lonergan looks at the cognitive and educational effects that bias 
generates. Within his theory of learning, which relies on a person’s ability to experience 
and understand the world, judge what needs addressing, and decide how to act, bias inserts 
itself forcefully as a barrier to fully understanding and judging correctly. Bias, to Lonergan, 
impacts this process by willfully excluding information that would threaten the legitimacy 
of a particular belief. It expresses in a variety of ways. As a general bias, “common sense” 
is found to be uncritically accepted by many, who go so far as to “rationalize its limitations 
by engendering a conviction that other forms of knowledge are useless or doubtfully 




valid.”17 This uncritical acceptance allows the collection of group biases that are gathered 
within common sense continue to exclude fruitful information that “may lead to technical 
and material improvements, to adjustments of economic arrangements, or to modifications 
of political structure.”18 Individual and dramatic biases, that is, biases that would 
universalize personal experience and fail to recognize the experiences of others, find 
themselves situated within these larger spheres of general and group biases. Together, they 
form a web of racialized hegemonic normativity that is difficult to overcome in any 
educational setting. To Lonergan, the element of questioning the truth of such experiences 
and the validity of such beliefs is of pivotal importance to combating these biases. For 
racial and ethnic biases, each of these spheres works to occlude the experiences of people 
of color, lift up the rationalizations of legalistic formal equality without contest, and 
perpetuate a view of the world that is post-racist. Each of these spheres presents a different 
obstacle for theological educators to overcome if they seek to unlock the theological 
reflections of people of color and call for greater solidarity with them. 
A culture of racism and ethnocentrism creates habits of knowing, being, and 
relating that affect the lives of people of color across multiple spheres, from the workplace 
to the domestic. The sphere of education, however, is most heinous because it purports a 
level of objectivity and rationality that would seem to undo racist mythologies and 
nationalist narratives. Yet, the performance, content, and formative agendas within 
education, even Catholic higher education, all fall victim to these same cultural 
ideologies.19  While white students are certainly being ill-equipped to serve in ministry 
                                                     
17 Bernard Lonergan, Insight (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992): 226. 
18 Lonergan, Insight, 262. 
19 Jeannine Hill Fletcher, The Sins of White Supremacy: Christianity, Racism, and Religious Diversity in 
America (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2017): 9. 
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through whatever capacities they might have developed as antiracist agents, they are only 
one side of the coin that society uses to renew its lease on white cultural hegemonic 
normativity. The realities of de facto segregation extend themselves through the schools 
and communities designated as recruitment targets by institutions of higher education, even 
Catholic ones.20 The development of students of color, both professionally and 
theologically, suffers at the hands of inadequate academic representation, both on faculties 
and in course content. The impact of stereotype threat and microaggressions serve as 
measurable hurdles to the achievement of students of color in any field, theology included. 
Indeed, as a recent report on the status of theological education for students and scholars 
of color concluded: “Facing a lack of funding, a lack of knowledge of the diversity of the 
histories and theological traditions of Black and Brown communities, and a shortage of 
both professors of color and of future scholars of color in the academic and social pipeline, 
theological education appears to be stubbornly stuck in time and place.”21  
A brief look at how the achievement of students of color is impacted through these 
specific and studied phenomena will help to reveal the ways that Catholic theological 
higher education needs to improve the operationalization of what it claims as its theological 
anthropology: the human person endowed with an inalienable dignity because of its 
creation in the imago dei. Part of respecting that dignity is being willing to acknowledge, 
edify, and incorporate the theological voices of people of color as being just as valuable as 
the theological voices of white people within theological education. Such a realization 
requires improvements in not only faculty and student representation from communities of 
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color, but also in the ability to allow those voices to ring true within classrooms where the 
broader cultural dynamics of racial bias marginalizes these voices and threatens the success 
of students and scholars of color. While each of the phenomena discussed below are large 
fields in their own right, a brief understanding of each highlights an important truth about 
theological education: that for some students, the road to having their dignity as theological 
agents respected is a longer journey than for others. 
 
1.2.1 Null Curriculum of White Normativity  
 
 
 Often, paying attention to what goes unsaid can be most enlightening. Eliot Eisner’s 
curriculum theories encompass these trajectories when he posits that in every educational 
endeavor there is an explicit curriculum, an implicit curriculum, and a null curriculum.22  
The explicit curriculum highlights what the stated learning objectives are and how they are 
to be achieved. The implicit curriculum can be found in the way that a school is structured, 
the social interactions the students partake in, and the way that a school functions.  The 
null curriculum, however, highlights how the power of what goes unsaid is also educative. 
In theological education, when the perspectives and reflections of communities of color 
remain un-engaged, and when the biases that students carry with them remain 
unchallenged, the null curriculum points towards a white-centric view of theology. White-
centrism can be described as a phenomenon of hegemonic normativity: a particular and 
limited perspective is deemed not only universal but of greater authority than other 
perspectives by establishing it as foundational to understanding a field more broadly.  
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There is no question that European theological reflections were of great importance 
to the Roman Catholic theological imagination. Yet what often gets lost in this perspective 
is the reality that Christianity began as a Palestinian religion and found a home within 
places all across the Western Mediterranean and Asia Minor.  Indeed Paul, the greatest 
evangelist of the faith, only made his way to Rome after having visiting and established 
communities along the way. Lost too within this history is the reality of the early Christian 
community’s resistance to Roman imperialism and its frequent victimization by that same 
power that ultimately crucified Christ himself. European theological scholarship was 
established as the groundwork of Roman Catholicism because of its proximity to Rome, 
and the reality of an unbroken succession of European leadership of the Roman Catholic 
church since at least the year 741 A.D., with the notable exception of the election of Pope 
Francis, who himself was born in Argentina (but is of European ethnicity).23 
U.S. institutes of Catholic theological education have foregrounded historically 
European scholars’ views of the Trinity, of soteriology, and of the human person in relation 
to God, granting a hegemonic normativity to it that has sidelined the voices and lives of 
theologians offering reflections on their experiences as people of color. Scholastic 
methodology has also been embraced by many of these academies, providing a further 
obstacle for communities who have traditionally expressed themselves theologically 
through more aesthetic, affective, or popular means. The sourcing and reasoning that these 
theologies brought with them have also shaped the way that theology is taught in the 
classroom: it has made less room for discussion of how violence or oppression are 
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experienced by people of color. These discussions are potentially rife with emotional or 
combative reactions from students whose biases prevent them from allowing these 
experiences to challenge their worldviews. Little attention has been paid within theological 
education on how to navigate dialogues that create stress within the classroom when these 
experiences are explored. As critical educator bell hooks suggests, “to engage in dialogue 
is one of the simplest ways we can begin as teachers, scholars, and critical thinkers to cross 
boundaries, the barriers that may or may not be erected by race, gender, class, professional 
standing, and a host of other differences.”24 Yet, just as she observed 25 years ago, there 
continues to be “much more public representation of the divisions between these groups 
than description or highlighting of those powerful moments when boundaries are crossed, 
differences confronted, discussion happens, and solidarity emerges.”25 
The result of this focused concentration on white scholarship and an inattention to 
the challenges posed by scholars of color creates a null curriculum that reinforces many of 
the biases that fail to challenge racist and ethnocentric ideas. White students educated in 
such an environment fail to comprehend the lives and struggles of people of color, and end 
up either ignoring or paying lip service to these realities. Students and faculty of color who 
find ourselves trapped within this null curriculum of white hegemonic normativity find it 
difficult to express ourselves in these spaces, to bring our whole self to theological 
education, and ultimately remain outside of the fullness of what imaging God should mean: 
having our lives, our struggles, and our theological voices equally respected.  
 
                                                     





1.2.2 Achievement, Stereotype Threat, and Microaggressions 
 
 
 The affective impact that racism and ethnocentrism etches upon students extends 
across to their ability to learn and to do well when evaluated. Students and faculty of color 
often face microaggressions in their daily classroom interactions. Microaggressions, 
defined as small comments or acts that reinstate narratives of domination in unintentional 
ways, have a compounding effect upon the person.26 This compounding effect influences 
a person’s ability to perform by weighing down their subjectivity with doubt about how 
they are perceived by others in the room. Microaggressions are closely linked to stereotype 
threat, a phenomenon that shows that the stress of attempting to disprove a stereotype 
linked to performance often ends up reinforcing the stereotype. Together, these two 
phenomena translate to additional difficulties that students and faculty of color face when 
immersed in course content and curricula that do not engage their lives, or do so poorly. 
When theologies of color are given short shrift in a particular course, if they appear at all, 
they often end up generating microaggressions from white students in the room who 
display biases against any particular claims made by theologians of color. Students and 
faculty of color often end up either silencing ourselves during these encounters (hoping for 
self-preservation) or lashing out in frustration, which often gives the appearance of 
embodying the “angry person of color” stereotype.27  
The additional energy that faculty and students of color must invest into these 
modes of engagement and into combating the effects that microaggressions and stereotype 
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threats generate, is an important piece of evidence that shows that the operative theological 
anthropology within the theology classroom is not always what the tradition claims it 
should be. If people of color were truly respected as imago dei within the theology 
classroom, their voices would be given the proper space and attention at the center of 
content and discussion. Further, the biases in the room that prevent such space and attention 
from being respected would be engaged and interrogated alongside the presentation of 
theologies of color. Too often, however, this is not the case. So the question must be asked: 
what theological anthropology is operative in theological education classrooms, 
particularly when the scholarship and experiences of people of color are being presented 
(if at all)? The next chapter will seek to uncover the sources and contours of these 




2.0 Ch. 2 Theological Functions of Racism 
 
 
In a Catholic university, a discussion took place in an undergraduate theology 
classroom that was mostly white but had a sizeable minority of students of color. The 
instructor, who is also white, wanted to engage the students in reflecting on womanist 
Christology as an example of liberation theologies active in the U.S. Several of the white 
students in the class claimed they felt that Black images of God both physically and 
culturally excluded their own lives and reality. While the instructor wanted to point to the 
question of how the body of Christ can be co-opted into a Black body in the U.S., some of 
the white students were unable to engage in the systemic analysis of race and violence that 
such an image provokes because they were unable to accept the veracity of the social 
critiques these theologies made. They openly expressed their distaste for the subject being 
addressed, criticizing the instructor for attempting to turn the religious into the political.  
When other students, including other white students, attempted to point out that 
their resistance on to viewing Jesus as a person of color making a political statement may 
be based in their own privilege, the white students in question responded by pointing out 
the ways that they felt attacked and that they are the ones who are incapable of being 
represented equally. The students of color in the room had visceral reactions to these 
statements and while a few did decide to interject with stories about their own experience 
with racism, several decided that it would be best if they did not participate. The instructor 
felt caught off guard and left the discussion unsatisfied for not being able to address the 
learning goals for the day. Despite the fact that the instructor had racial aggression de-
escalation training, its use in the classroom setting was not something the instructor felt 
prepared for, nor was it foreseen as an accompaniment to the learning goal and content 
for the day. The instructor felt inadequate to the task, caught off-guard by the students’ 
push back, and believed the learning objectives for the day’s lesson were not met. 
 
The story above comes from a series of interviews I conducted on theological 
educators’ experiences teaching about race and ethnicity. It is a true story that marks the 
difficulties that need to be analyzed if discussions about the experiences and theological 
reflections of people of color are to prove fruitful, not only for the learning objective of 
any particular lesson, but for the students’ own ability to find God in those who are racially 
or ethnically different from themselves. The difficulties this instructor experienced were 
caused by the biases that some of the students brought into the room with them: biases 
about what the true image of God is to them and the limits of that image to be reflected 
across racial and cultural contexts. In this case, even though the instructor was trained in 
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racial de-escalation techniques, the idea of using that training within an academic setting 
was something the instructor did not anticipate. This lack of anticipation led to a discussion 
that ill-served the stated learning objective of engaging Womanist Christology in the U.S., 
and left some students in the room feeling further marginalized and upset.  
The study this interview was a part of, entitled “Pedagogical and Instructional 
Approaches to Dialogues on Racism and Ethnocentrism in Undergraduate and Graduate 
Theological Education Classrooms” surfaced similar tensions in theology classrooms 
across three Catholic institutions of higher education in the United States. Despite the best 
efforts of the five instructors interviewed, all but one of them were unable to help their 
students engage productively with theologies that reflected on racism and ethnocentrism. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, biases interrupt educational processes because they 
prevent students from seeing and judging the other’s experience of reality through the 
other’s own point of view. When it comes to racial and ethnic biases in particular, the 
cultural forces that perpetuate harmful narratives about racial and ethnic minorities need to 
be interrogated if the biases are to be counteracted within the classroom. But what happens 
when the subject being taught is itself a historical transmitter of some of these biases?  
A timeline of Catholic engagement with racism and slavery shows a pull and tug 
between two extremes. On one end, the Catholic church absolutely condoned the owning, 
buying, and selling of slaves in the Americas, both African and Native American.28 
Catholic churches and institutions in the United States owned slaves right until 
emancipation, and most Catholic parishes experienced segregation, sometimes as an 
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explicit decision of pastors or bishops, well into the 20th century.29 On the other end, official 
church teaching placed limits on the buying, selling, and ownership of slaves: the 1537 
encyclical Sublimus Dei prohibited the enslavement of Native Americans and the 1839 
encyclical In Supremo Apostolatus prohibited participation in the slave trade, with a 
particular focus on Africans and African Americans (though it did not, notably, call for an 
end to slavery in itself). Just before Pope Leo XIII published his encyclical on social justice, 
Rerum Novarum, in 1891, he claimed with confidence that “from the beginning, almost 
nothing was more venerated in the Catholic Church.... than the fact that she looked to see 
a slavery eased and abolished which was oppressing so many people….”30 How has this 
history affected Catholic theological education in the United States at the beginning of the 
21st century? What barriers do these histories present when attempting to teach a Catholic 
vision of the human person that espouses equality of all through their creation in the image 
and likeness of God? 
This chapter will focus on the clear distinctions between what was officially 
proclaimed about slavery, racial justice, and racism, and what was practiced by many 
Catholic bishops, priests, and lay people in the U.S. The gap between these practices and 
what the church hoped to convey about racial and ethnic others points to the tenacity with 
which racial ideologies seep into theological discourse in the U.S., highlighting a lacuna 
within theological education for addressing those biases in the education of ministers, lay 
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and ordained, and in the theological education of undergraduates enrolled in Catholic 
institutions. This lacuna, as illustrated by the vignette above, is something that theological 
educators are continuing to grappling with in 2019. Bolstering the gap is a theological 
anthropology derived from historical engagement with people of color that limits the 
theological and political agency of people of color, so that we are regarded as in need of 
being rescued from sin and oppression, often gradually, rather than encouraged to grasp 
for ourselves a full sense of human dignity in freedom. Theologically, such an 
anthropology does not allow for the liberatory theological reflections of people of color to 
be valued universally, relegating such scholarship to superlative or elective positions 
within church and academy. If people of color are not seen as able to save ourselves, by 
extension our reflections on God’s work for our liberation are not deemed valuable for the 
whole of the church. This anthropology, which closely mirrors what today is known as a 
“white savior complex”31, is present even within the anti-slavery documents the church 
produced throughout its engagement with people of color in colonial contexts. Yet 
throughout the colonial history of the church, a preference towards white theological 
supremacy led to institutional doubts about the ability of people of color to contribute to 
the church’s own theological reflection on our own terms and from our own experience. 
The white savior complex functions as an unconscious bias: in the 21st century, 
there are very few Catholics in the U.S. that outwardly express or support racial superiority. 
While the term is sometimes used to describe how outreach from predominately white 
institutions to communities of color in such a way that does not allow for people of color 
                                                     
31 The white savior complex is defined by Ashlee Anderson as the “confluence of practices, processes, and 
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to determine the methods and goals of the outreach, I am using the term in such a way that 
describes the epistemological privilege that has accompanied a view of the person that 
locates human dignity in the rational intellect, and judges the rational intellect of non-
Western cultures on a lower hierarchical step to Western cultures.32 Human biases that 
sought to center an interpreter’s own experience of the world as universal, coupled with 
the power that was wielded by colonial powers to impose that universality onto others, are 
responsible for the narratives of inferiority that bolster the systemic oppression of people 
of color and prevent their own voices from finding equal footing with the predominant 
contexts that have informed theological education over the past several centuries. These 
narratives, as the critical race theory analysis of the previous chapter notes, have survived 
legal attempts to redress discriminatory practices. Churches have failed to address many of 
these narratives successfully because the voices of people of color become particularized 
to their own communities, rather than shared in a serious and systemic manner during the 
theological education of priests and ministers. An analysis of this anthropology points to 
the hole that it leaves within theological education and formation, allowing racial and 
ethnic biases, both social and epistemological, to seep through unaddressed. A closer look 
at the colonial origins of this anthropology will be followed by a tracing of its history 
through the 19th and 20th centuries in particular. Official magisterial documents and 
regional letters by priests and bishops in the U.S. will serve as the sign-posts with which 
such an anthropology can be traced. 
 
                                                     
32 Catholic outreach and service through such organizations as Catholic Relief Services and the Catholic 
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2.1 15th – 16th Century Colonial Distortions 
 
 
Columbus’ voyage to the Americas initiated a massive land grab from the European 
Christian monarchies that led to the subjugation and enslavement of millions of people of 
color. To lend that land grab authenticity in a world that was religiously understood and 
validated, European colonial powers relied on Christianity’s evangelizing mission in order 
to justify labeling people of color as incapable of theological reflection and requiring 
European governance for their own salvation. As Donal Dorr observes,  
During the four hundred years of European colonial expansion, almost all Church 
 authorities accepted a theology that could justify colonization under certain 
 circumstances… There were only a few prophetic figures like Bartolome de Las 
 Casas who were so outraged that they could not be silenced when they cried out 
 against the exploitation that was taking place under the guise of colonization and 
 evangelization.33  
 
The colonial exploitation of Africans and Native Americans in the Americas was justified 
through the invention of race as an ontological way of defining who was fully human and 
who was not. This process began with the proclamation of Romanus Pontifex in 1436, 
allowing Portugal to claim land rights over the Canary Islands because of an absence of 
Christians on the islands. This was closely followed by the papal bull Dum Diversas by 
Pope Nicholas V in 1452, authorizing the King of Portugal to conquer Saracens and non-
Christians in Western Africa (and throughout the whole world) and place them in 
“perpetual servitude.”34 While this was done within the context of war with the Saracens, 
the prescriptions of the bull that called for perpetual servitude and control of lands occupied 
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by Saracens or pagans (known as infidels) were reiterated in various subsequent 
proclamations, including Inter Caetera of 1493, which prohibited Christian nations from 
taking land from each other, but not from the indigenous who lived on the land prior to 
colonization.35 
 These proclamations, while not denying the humanity of indigenous peoples 
outright, did throw into question their ability to govern themselves and to find salvation for 
their souls without European Christian intervention and governance. Such ideas of the 
human lie upon the foundation of Neo-Platonic hierarchical ordering of both created beings 
and governance structures. Neo-Platonists argued for a view of the universe in which 
“creatures come forth from and return to their principle (in the patristic period: God); a 
dynamic tendency of the image to return to its exemplar”.36 The Neo-Platonic ideals existed 
at the same time as an imperial theology that included governance within the work of 
salvation (and what would later become the work of missionary activity). On Constantine’s 
power to rule, Eusebius remarked that the emperor is the image of Christ on Earth, which 
“Like the radiant sun and through the presence of the Caesars, he illuminates his subjects 
in the remotest corners of his Empire… Bearing the image of the heavenly empire, with 
his eyes fixed on high, he rules the lives of mortals after that original pattern, with the 
strength drawn from an imitation of God’s monarchy.”37 As historian John Meyendorf 
notes, “This ideal [italics original] image was accepted by all in the patristic and Byzantine 
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periods… In Christian theology, the imperium [italics original] was understood as a 
particular personal charism bestowed directly by God; one which, according to the same 
Eusebius, granted to the emperor “episcopal” functions “over those outside”, i.e. 
essentially, the responsibility of administering and, eventually, Christianizing the pagans 
in his ideally universal Empire, and the whole world.”38  
These two threads of Neo-Platonism and imperial theology, separate but linked, 
informed how patristic scholars understood the created nature of those outside the Roman 
Empire at the time. Under pressure from “barbarian” occupation of Rome, those outside of 
the empire were compared by St. Jerome to “savage beasts” and by the poet Prudentius as 
being “as different from Romans, as quadruped dumb animals are from two-legged and 
reason-endowed humans.”39 Others, such as Salvian, a priest in Marseille, attempted to 
understand the “barbarian” occupation of the Roman Empire on Christian terms, that is, as 
punishment for Roman decadence and immorality, and painted the “barbarians” as 
“[exalting] childlike moral qualities” providing an “opportunity for Christian expansion.”40 
These same classifications of non-European peoples, as either sub-human or natural 
children, were debated again by European colonial powers in the Valladolid debates of 
1550-1551.41 
These ideas, widely accepted during the Patristic era, gained the status of 
convention and were furthered by theological educators in the 15th century as well, 
particularly through Thomistic ideas about the imago Dei, which placed the human ability 
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to image God partially upon the rational intellect of the person. Aquinas’ Summa 
Theologiae addresses the subject in 1265, when the renowned theologian makes the case 
in Prima Pars 93.6 that all people bear the image and likeness of God, in part through their 
natural capacity to reason:  
While in all creatures there is some kind of likeness to God, in the rational creature 
 alone we find a likeness of “image” as we have explained above; whereas in other 
 creatures we find a likeness by way of a “trace.” Now the intellect or mind is that 
 whereby the rational creature excels other creatures; wherefore this image of God 
 is not found even in the rational creature except in the mind; while in the other 
 parts, which the rational creature may happen to possess, we find the likeness of a 
 “trace,” as in other creatures to which, in reference to such parts, the rational 
 creature can be likened. We may easily understand the reason of this if we consider 
 the way in which a “trace,” and the way in which an “image,” represents anything. 
 An “image” represents something by likeness in species, as we have said; while a 
 “trace” represents something by way of effect, which represents the cause in such 
 a way as not to attain to the likeness of species.42  
 
In I. 93, Aquinas addresses what human beings are, from a philosophical point of 
view.43 In particular, Aquinas attempts to define in what ways human beings make up 
God’s own image and likeness and, after carefully distinguishing the differences between 
image (a precise though unequal and imperfect resemblance) and likeness (resembling 
another thing in only some way), concludes that humans “resemble God, and do so more 
than anything else in the material world, insofar as we are able to understand and to act on 
the basis of our understanding. He even suggests that people can be thought to resemble 
God considered as Trinity in so far as they know and love what they know.”44  
In I.93, a.4 Aquinas responds to doubts about whether or not the image of God is 
found in every human being, and specifically addressing objections about whether women 
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are created in God’s image as well (obj.1), whether those who are not predestined conform 
to God’s image (obj.2), and whether sin makes humans lose the image of God (obj.3). 
Aquinas argues that all people have the ability to reason and therefore are able to image 
God from their created nature:  
I answer that, since man is said to be the image of God by reason of his intellectual 
 nature, he is the most perfectly like God according to that in which he can best 
 imitate God in his intellectual nature. Now the intellectual nature imitates God 
 chiefly in this, that God understands and loves Himself. Wherefore we see that the 
 image of God in in man in three ways. First, inasmuch as man possesses a natural 
 aptitude for understanding and loving God; and this aptitude consists in the very 
 nature of the mind, which is common to all men. Secondly, inasmuch as man 
 actually and habitually knows and loves God, though imperfectly; and this image 
 consists in the conformity of grace. Thirdly, inasmuch as man knows and loves God 
 perfectly; and this image consists in the likeness of glory… The first is found in all 
 men, the second only in the just, the third only in the blessed.45 
 
Establishing that all people do in fact bear God’s image and likeness, Aquinas then takes 
up the question of whether the image of God is an embodied reality or exists in the mind 
only (a.6). Replying to objections from scripture that humans are not only mind (obj.1), 
and that sexual distinction is an embodied reality and therefore the image extends to the 
body as well (obj. 2), Aquinas replies that the image of God is “impressed” on the mind of 
humans (ad 1) and that it applies equally to both sexes because it is in the mind, “wherein 
there is no sexual distinction” (ad 2). In his response to objection 3, in which the question 
of whether physical shape constitutes an image, Aquinas replies by clarifying that he is 
arguing that human bodies “represent the image of God in the soul by way of a trace.” 
 It is clear that to Aquinas, rational intelligence is what makes humans distinct and 
where the image of God in our created nature finds its fullness. Yet the body is not 
unimportant to Aquinas: it is a trace of the image and likeness of God and therefore holds 
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importance in pointing to God as creator. In I.93, a.2, Aquinas reinforces a Neo-Platonic 
hierarchy of being46 based primarily on how closely created reality approaches to God’s 
own existence and likeness (which is closer to pure potentiality, among other things). 
Aquinas concludes (in his “I answer that” section), that “… some things are like to God 
first and most commonly because they exist; secondly because they live; and thirdly 
because they know or understand…” Therefore, the body itself, being a trace and being 
somewhat close to God because it both exists and is alive, is not something that is 
unimportant.47  
Yet even Aquinas’ interpretation of imago Dei is not free of racist distortion: a 
foundation for racism can be found in the epistemological preference of rationalism over 
natural essence as the hallmark of the image of God. As modernity began to emerge 
alongside the colonial enterprise, European missionaries, explorers, and theologians judged 
other people and cultures’ ability to reason by assessing how closely those peoples and 
cultures mirrored their own. “Throughout Christian history, those in power, usually 
European men, have made judgments about who counts as fully human. They have based 
these judgments on the extent to which they think the people in question – women, Native 
Americans, Africans – share the cognitive faculty they believe constitutes the image of 
God.”48 This epistemological bias, which placed male European ways of understanding 
and interacting with the world at the highest end of what civilization meant, allowed the 
undermining of the fullness of humanity of indigenous peoples by questioning their ability 
to reason in the European sense. From the beginning of the colonial project, skin-color bias 
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operated in tandem with cultural normativity to inscribe an inferior human nature to darker 
skinned peoples of the world.   
 Alessandro Valignano, S.J. and Jose de Acosta, S.J. were two Jesuit missionaries 
who allowed these epistemological biases, along with the political and economic pressures 
of the European monarchs and explorers that they served, to construct a narrative of 
inferiority about indigenous peoples that distorted Catholic theological anthropology. 
While serving as a missionary in Japan, Valignano wrote the following about his perception 
of the fitness of African peoples to govern themselves and to take up Christianity through 
their own culture: 
They are a very untalented race… incapable of grasping our holy religion or 
practicing it; because of their naturally low intelligence [emphasis mine] they 
cannot rise above the level of the senses…; they lack any culture and are given to 
savage ways and vices, and as a consequence they live like brute beasts… In fine, 
they are a race born to serve, with no natural aptitude for governing… But through 
a just though hidden judgment of God, they are left in that state of impotence and 
regarded as a sterile reprobate land which gives no hope of yielding fruit for a long 
time to come.49 
 
Notice here how the comingling of epistemological and cultural biases converge to paint 
an entire people as unfit to become both fully Christian and fully free to live out their lives 
as human agents. Valignano, who like so many missionaries of his time was bankrolled by 
European monarchies who were interested in colonial expansion, would have been taught 
Aquinas’ Summa, along with the Neo-Platonic idea of a hierarchy of being and a theology 
of imperial (now missionary) governance, as part of his theological formation, and it is 
very likely that a focus on human intellect as the residence of the imago Dei allowed 
Valignano to distort the entirety of Aquinas’ theological anthropology enough to draw 
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conclusions about the ability of a culturally different group to fully image God in their own 
culture.   
Jose de Acosta, S.J., a 16th century theologian and theological educator, while in 
the Americas, wrote two important theological texts on his experiences there: Historia 
Natural y Moral de las Indias (Natural and Moral History of the Indies) and De Procuranda 
Indorum Salute (The Procurement of Indian Salvation). These texts were each widely 
translated into several European languages and were the fruit of Acosta’s own teaching in 
the college of Lima and the University of San Marcos.50 In De Procuranda, Acosta 
discusses the “cross” that Christian missionaries bear in the new world of the education 
and evangelization of indigenous peoples, which he describes as a turn-about from what 
the Apostles contended with in their day: 
[The Apostles] were pursued by the powers that be of that time, when the lictors 
threatened them. Yet we have no fear here of the magistrates who are Barbarians; 
here the rod of authority lies with the Christians… The Apostles had to struggle 
against wily, proud and inflexible people, for their manner of life continually 
rejected the simplicity of the Faith in those times. We, on the other hand, suffer the 
inconsistency and the natural stupidity of the Indians [emphasis mine], obliging us 
to sow the divine seed in shifting, sandy soil… Labor without respite, poverty, 
ignominy, storm and daily dangers of death, wore out the Apostles. We, in turn, are 
fatigued by boredom, the lack of debate, the lowliness of the inhabitants, the 
loneliness, depression, and frustration.51 
 
Here again we see an entire people and their culture described as naturally stupid, to the 
point that those evangelizing to the inhabitants feel no need to engage them intellectually 
or discuss with them the foundations of their belief system. Egregiously, the focus of 
evangelization of the intellect of the indigenous is so powerful that Acosta fails to notice 
the effects that colonization has on their bodies. This inability to grasp the importance of 
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the body in favor of an intellectual conversion can be traced to a racialized colonial 
distortion and weaponization of Thomistic understandings of the imago Dei, especially in 
the juxtaposition of the Catholics in South America with the original Apostles. Acosta is 
unable to see how the ‘labor without respite, poverty, ignominy, storm and daily dangers 
of death’ that the Apostles experienced were also what the indigenous were being subjected 
to under the colonial system. In drawing the parallel to the Apostles and ignoring the reality 
of indigenous oppression, Acosta was further sanctioning colonial control over the area 
and reinforcing the anthropological ordering and constructions of his time. 
 The hierarchical ordering of mind above body in defining the human was not 
always infected by racist epistemological biases, however, thanks to the prophetic witness 
of figures such as Antonio de Montesinos and the man he influenced, Bartolome de las 
Casas. Montesinos, and the Dominican community he was a part of on Hispaniola, strongly 
condemned the ways that the Spanish encomenderos treated the indigenous peoples. In a 
highly inflammatory sermon preached on Christmas eve in 1511, Montesinos threatened 
the Spaniards with excommunication if they continued their abuse of the native peoples 
under their charge: 
Tell me, by what right or justice do you hold these Indians in such cruel and horrible 
slavery? By what right do you wage such detestable wars on these people who lived 
mildly and peacefully in their own lands, where you have consumed infinite numbers 
of them with unheard of murders and desolations? Why do you so greatly oppress and 
fatigue them, not giving them enough to eat or caring for them when they fall ill from 
excessive labors, so that they die or rather are slain by you, so that you may extract and 
acquire gold every day? And what care do you take that they receive religious 
instruction and come to know their God and creator, or that they be baptized, hear mass, 
or observe holidays and Sundays? Are they not men? Do they not have rational souls? 
[emphasis mine] Are you not bound to love them as you love yourselves? How can you 
lie in such profound and lethargic slumber? Be sure that in your present state you can 
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no more be saved than the Moors or Turks who do not have and do not want the faith 
of Jesus Christ.52 
 
Here, Montesinos is clearly also relying on Thomistic and Neo-Platonic constructions of 
the human and of the imago Dei. Montesinos is able to see the native Tainos as bearers of 
rational souls and as such are considered human and must be treated as equals. This appeal 
to the rational intellect as bearing dignity is tied to the well-being of the indigenous: their 
bodies should be treated with care and they should be afforded the same level of respect 
that the encomenderos afford themselves. Yet it is not an appeal to end the slavery that the 
indigenous were placed in, but rather that they be treated well, given enough to eat, and 
cared for when they “fall ill from excessive labors.” While it is certainly an appeal to a 
more just treatment of the indigenous, it is not an appeal to end their forced servitude. The 
message that comes through in what is not said (the “null curriculum” of the sermon), is 
that the indigenous, while human, are still in need of salvation, even through continued 
slavery, because they are not Christian and because their society does not mirror that of the 
encomenderos. While this sermon looks to challenge the practices and the biases of those 
in power, having a lasting effect on at least one person who heard it, it does not advocate 
for the freedom of the indigenous slaves or speak to them directly. 
Bartolome de las Casas, an encomendero himself who owned several indigenous 
slaves, had his own beliefs and practices challenged to the core with this sermon.53 Las 
Casas dedicated the rest of his life to advocating for the cause of indigenous freedom and 
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equality by attempting to prove the rational intelligence of the indigenous peoples and their 
cultures. Unfortunately, while Las Casas was able to do much for the Native Americans, 
he did so at the expense of African slaves: in order to ease the burdens of slavery placed 
on Native Americans, Las Casas advocated for the importation of African slaves to the 
Americas. In his own words, writing in the third person: 
Thus, the permission the cleric Las Casas had gotten so the Spaniards could have help 
in working the land, so as to free their Indians, was turned into a profit-making scheme. 
It proved to be a great setback to the well-being and liberation of the Indians. The cleric, 
many years later, regretted the advice he gave the King on this matter – he judged 
himself culpable through inadvertence – when he saw proven that the enslavement of 
Blacks was every bit as unjust as that of the Indians. It was not, in any case, a good 
solution he had proposed, that Blacks be brought in so Indians could be freed. And this 
even though he thought the Blacks had been justly enslaved. He was not certain that 
his ignorance and his good intentions would excuse him before the judgment of God.54  
 
Though, as can be seen, he later came to condemn the African slave trade, the fact that he 
believed Africans to be “justly enslaved” speaks to the same anthropological distortion that 
was present in Dum Diversas and Inter Caetera: the enslavement of non-Christian bodies 
of color for the sake of the salvation of souls and the expansion of Christendom was deemed 
a just cause. While Las Casas did have lasting impact on the legal codes by which Native 
Americans were to be treated, including the passage of Sublimus Dei in which Pope Paul 
III in 1537 forbade the enslavement of Native Americans and any use of force in their 
conversion, these same prescriptions were not carried over to protect African slaves in the 
Americas.55 Indeed, the African slave trade would not be condemned by the Church for 
another three hundred years.   
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2.2 19th Century Engagement with Slavery, Emancipation, and 
Immigration in the U.S. 
 
 
Catholic missionaries, priests, and pastors in the U.S. experienced a complicated  
relationship to the treatment of African American slaves. While many, especially those 
who were educated in Europe, believed that slavery was wrong, they understood 
themselves to be in mission territory in the U.S. and believed that they were not in a 
position to change the status quo. Others, particularly those who had been educated in the 
United States, wholeheartedly defended the institution of slavery as a God given right. The 
thread connecting both groups of clergy lies in their soteriology: they believed that their 
role was to save the soul of the slave, because their bodies were the province of their 
masters. This soteriology, carried over from the colonial era, was the result of a dualistic 
anthropology that separated soul from body. It was also the root of the white savior 
complex that continues to persist in a variety of ways within theological education in the 
United States. 
In 1839, Pope Gregory XVI published In Supremo Apostolatus, a document which 
condemned the slave trade in general, and the trade in Africans in particular.56 The 
document, in no uncertain terms, stated that while slavery was permissible in the early 
church, Christians were always adjured to treat their slaves with kindness. The cruelty of 
the reality with which slaves were treated, however, led the church to begin to condemn 
slavery, beginning with the Native Americans and extending finally to Africans. Pope 
Gregory warns “any Ecclesiastic or lay person from presuming to defend as permissible 
                                                     




this traffic in Blacks under no matter what pretext or excuse, or from publishing or teaching 
in any matter whatsoever, in public or privately, opinions contrary to what We have set 
forth in the Apostolic letter.”57 Despite the strong wording of the letter, it fell on deaf 
ecclesial ears in the United States, given the political and economic realities of slavery, the 
heated political environment prior to the Civil War, and the embedded cultural biases that 
supported those practices. 
In the wake of Pope Gregory’s letter, several bishops across the U.S. sought to 
defend the institution of slavery in theological terms. Bishop John England, the first 
Catholic bishop of Charleston, South Carolina, was a stalwart defender of Catholics against 
the prejudices of the day. He brought Ursuline nuns to Charleston in the hopes that 
“prejudices will be removed and many conversions will follow.”58 While Bishop England 
hated slavery, he feared that abolition would undermine public peace in the United States. 
This fear was bolstered by his view of the Haitian revolution, which he saw as bloody and 
ultimately a failure that deteriorated the island because of the “sloth of its inhabitants”, the 
self-freed Africans.59 While he continued to believe in the equality of races under God, that 
is, that God’s revelation was equally available and for the salvation of all souls, he was 
against any immediate emancipation of slaves because of his fear of violence.60 In order to 
justify his position in light of In Supremo Apostolatus, Bishop England argued that while 
the document did condemn the slave trade, it did not condemn slavery itself, and therefore 
the gradualist approach to emancipation that he favored would not necessarily be in conflict 
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with Pope Gregory’s letter.61 Yet another reason for his support of the status quo was the 
juxtaposition he wished to create between abolitionists of the time (who were 
predominantly Protestant) and Catholics, who were also victims of discrimination and 
prejudice. While Bishop England established segregated schools for Black children and 
sought to care for their communities, he also wanted to endear himself to the political 
institutions of the time in order to gain whatever moral support and protections for the 
emerging Catholic communities in the Carolinas. Nevertheless, his engagement with the 
status quo reinforces the ways that theological education of the time sought to uphold a 
dualistic body/soul soteriology that placed emphasis on the rational intellectual soul as the 
bearer of the dignity of the image of God. The charitable treatment of Black children while 
continuing to uphold a status quo that oppressed the same children is a textbook example 
of the white savior complex at work in the post-Civil War United States. 
Bishop England’s theological support for the status quo, if not necessarily for the 
institution of slavery, was one approach that Catholic prelates at the time took. Another 
was a full throated support for slavery as the paramount way that God sought to save the 
souls of Africans and, at this point, African Americans. Auguste Marie Martin, Bishop of 
Natchitoches, Louisiana, on the cusp of the Civil War in 1861, through in his support of 
the South’s institution of slavery: 
With the admirable provisions taken in His Providence, the Lord, the Father of us 
all, God who loves the souls for whom He gave his beloved and only Son and who 
makes use of simply human interests for eternal interests, for centuries has been 
snatching from the barbarity of their ferocious customs thousands of children of the 
race of Canaan, upon whom the curse of an outraged Father continues to weigh 
heavily, almost everywhere… The manifest will of God is that, in exchange for a 
freedom which they are unable to defend and which will kill them, and in return for 
a lifetime of work, we must give these unfortunate people not only the bread and 
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the clothes necessary to their material life but also, and especially their just share 
of truth and of the goods of grace, which may console them of their present troubles 
with the hope of eternal rest…62 
 
While Bishop England’s support for the status quo rested on his concern for the possibility 
of violence, Bishop Martin believed that the institution of slavery itself was permissible 
despite whatever injunctions against it might have been issued in Pope Gregory’s letter of 
thirty years prior. Bishop Martin was educated in France and initially had, like most French 
clergy, a negative view of slavery.63 But given the geographical placement of French 
missionaries in the Southern United States, a need arose among them to acculturate to the 
slave holding society rather than challenge it, as Rome wished them to do. In the wake of 
In Supremo Apostolatus, Bishops Martin and others chose to defend the institution of 
slavery out of a belief (bias) “that there exists a natural difference between negroes and 
whites, and that God sanctioned slavery as a way of redeeming Africans.”64 While Pope 
Piux IX’s Congregation of the Divine Index, the predecessor to the Congregation of Divine 
Faith, strongly rejected Bishop Martin’s conclusions on slavery and soteriology, he and 
other Catholic prelates at the time continued adopting them because of the cultural biases 
that they acclimated.65 
In addition to this soteriology, which limited the level of engagement in 
abolitionism of those clergy who found slavery morally suspect, the Hamitic Myth further 
destabilized the way that African Americans in particular were seen as created in the image 
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and likeness of God. Even those prelates who were staunchly opposed to slavery, such as 
Pope Paul IV who issued In Supremo Apostolatus condemning the slave trade, found 
themselves falling victim to the Hamitic myth when he begged God to “remove the curse 
of Ham from the Ethiopian.”66 While the racial science of the time did support theories of 
biological racism (which have been disproven in the 20th century), the Hamitic myth added 
a layer of culpability to the perceived inferiority of Africans and African Americans. The 
myth states that Ham, the son of Noah who was cursed to be his brothers’ servant for seeing 
his father naked, was the progenitor of Black people and that the curse traveled down along 
his bloodline. While a curse of slavery is mentioned in Genesis 9:20-27, the skin color of 
Ham is never mentioned; neither is it mentioned that Ham’s sons, apart from Canaan, will 
be the slaves of Japheth’s and Shem’s descendant’s. No mention of Ham’s descendants as 
being enslaved to Shem and Japheth’s descendants are made in Genesis 10, which details 
the many tribes and peoples that descended from these individuals. Despite the lack of 
textual evidence, the myth came into being as a way to affirm the divine imposition of 
slavery upon Africans, who were deemed Ham’s descendants. The Hamitic myth sprang 
from pre-existing biases and added a theological layer to ideologies of racial inferiority. 
The creation of this myth shows the pernicious ways that racial biases are defended by 
ministers, clerics, and theologians who themselves benefit from the material inequalities 
that these biases obscure. As theologian Kelly Brown Douglas has observed, “There were 
no doubt those who believed… that blacks were punished descendants of Ham and thus 
                                                     





doomed to be slaves. Thus, they reasoned, it was God’s business, not theirs, to free black 
people from their oppressed condition.”67 
 
2.3 Immigration, Race, and Ethnicity in the 19th Century 
 
 
 Catholics were viewed mostly as immigrants in the United States during the 19th 
century, despite the fact that the oldest Catholic church in the United States pre-dates any 
other Christian denomination’s presence on the continent by at least 70 years.68 Many of 
the newly arrived Catholics in the 19th century came from Ireland, France, and Germany, 
were themselves considered “racial” others on the basis of their ethnic heritage and 
language rather than their skin color. While anti-Catholic bias was something that many 
bishops had to confront, it was often the case that adaptation to the culture took preference 
over engagement in social change that would have promoted greater inclusion of all 
minority identities. Bishop John England, cited above, is a prime example: in attempting 
to make Catholicism more palatable to the larger Protestant populations of South Carolina, 
Bishop England was willing to lend his support to slavery and educational segregation. 
Bishop Martin’s example is similar, yet more extreme in his support of slavery. In these 
ways, Bishops England and Martin, and the many others who took this tactical approach 
to the survival of the Catholic church in the U.S. at the time, engaged in the broader 
construction of whiteness occurring across the country. In this construction, European 
immigrants were able to find commonality in identity with the already established Anglo-
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Saxon majority, especially when confronting issues or communities that attempted to 
integrate people of color. Catholic communities of color took notice of these maneuvers. 
In one example, a letter signed by twenty-six Black Catholics in New York City in 1853 to 
Pope Pius IX begs him to urge the Irish Catholic priests in the city to allow Black children 
into the Catholic schools in the area so they would not be swept up by Protestant educators 
who understood that “the Catholics do not like the black race with them neither in the 
Churches nor schools...”69 
 The Civil War and the post-war period would usher in different relationships to 
race and ethnicity within the Catholic church in the U.S. Yet, if past is prologue, the stances 
that many prelates took towards people of color in the U.S. account for the ways in which 
Catholic bishops in the U.S. would advocate for desegregation and racial justice in the 20th 
century. While stances towards slavery definitively shifted after emancipation, many of the 
narratives about the inferiority of African Americans and Native Americans survived, 
leading to the Church positioning itself as a savior of, rather than a partner with and for, 
communities of color. The theological education of ministers, lay and ordained, as well as 
the formation of parishioners continued the patterns of soteriology built upon Thomistic 
anthropology. A look at the 20th century engagements with race by Catholic leadership in 
the U.S. shows how far they came in terms of advocating for racial justice, and how far 
they fell short. 
 
2.4 20th Century Advances and Shortcomings 
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 The 20th century saw the Catholic church take a more direct stand against racial 
discrimination, in part because of the formal legal equality that the Civil Rights Movement 
struggled to achieve. Nevertheless, the relationship between the Catholic Church and 
African Americans differed greatly from the relationship between the Catholic Church and 
other ethnic groups, particularly Latinxs. Additionally, the calls for action and official 
stances that Catholic bishops proclaimed against racism were far from effective, both in 
their recommendations and their ability to distill these views down to the Catholics in the 
pews. The ineffectiveness of proclamations on matters of race were the result of several 
factors, one being the lack of engagement with racial biases in the theological education of 
ministers, which comes through in the continued presence of the white savior mentality of 
many of the church’s proclamations on race. This mentality is most evident when the 
church’s documents fail to address or include people of color directly and deny the 
systemic and cultural nature of racism in favor of an individual approach to change. 
 Shortly after World War I, Black Catholics in Washington, D.C. formed the 
Federated Colored Catholics, whose mission was “to bring about a closer union and better 
feeling among all Catholic negroes, to advance the cause of Catholic education throughout 
the Negro population, to seek to raise the general Church status of the Negro, and to 
stimulate colored Catholics to a larger participation in racial and civic affairs.”70 Most 
Black activism of the time was split along three particular philosophies: accommodation 
to the system of segregation in a way that ensured full equality, as Booker T. Washington 
advocated; integration of the races, as W.E.B. DuBois argued for (a view which eventually 
                                                     





won the day); and total separation from the system, with the establishment of Black 
freedom communities in Africa, as Marcus Garvey struggled to achieve.71 These same 
tensions were found within the federation, and ultimately led to its splintering, yet the 
leaders of these different factions continued to advocate for racial justice and solidarity into 
the 1950s. Three of these leaders, William Markoe, SJ, John LaFarge, SJ and Thomas W. 
Turner deserve particular attention because of the ways that their approaches mirror, 
perhaps unconsciously, the philosophies described above.  
 Thomas W. Turner, an African American Catholic lay man, was the president of 
the Federated Colored Catholics, but eventually left the organization because of his own 
fears that an emphasis on interracial collaboration would replace solidarity among the 
Black Catholic community. In his presidential address of 1932, Turner wrote that he was 
pleased with the efforts at addressing racial bias that LaFarge and Markoe had initiated, 
especially because as Jesuit priests, they were well positioned helping to shift the attitude 
of Catholic laity, from which he had encountered either approval or silent acquiescence 
towards the narratives of inferiority directed at African Americans.72 Turner eventually left 
the organization when Markoe sought to change the name of the journal it published. This 
decision arose out of a debate between Turner and Markoe over whether the journal, and 
the Federation, would be more about racial solidarity among African Americans or about 
interracial collaboration and justice. This debate continues in many ways in the present day 
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as people of color remain warry about white collaboration and leadership, especially if it 
changes the terms upon which justice is defined and worked toward. 
LaFarge and Markoe, both white Jesuits, advocated strongly for interracial justice 
but differed just as strongly in terms of how that justice should be achieved. In an article 
entitled “Kingfish Race Leaders” in the February 1933 edition of the Interracial Review, 
Markoe denounced those African Americans who, following Booker T. Washington’s lead, 
sought to profit from the system of segregation in place at the time. Markoe noted that 
those who attempted to accommodate to and collaborate with the system were perpetuating 
the “basic plank in America’s false and pagan philosophy of race relations, which is that 
the Negro is essentially different and which tolerates only separate treatment and ostracism 
from the cradle to the grave in all fields of endeavor.”73 Yet Markoe’s call for racial 
integration is based on his own admission that capable African American leaders can 
“collaborate with whites on an interracial basis because [they know they] can measure up 
to usual white standards of competence.”74 By placing these “white standards of 
competence” as the bar by which African American leaders can thrive, Markoe ended up 
reiterating not only culturally hegenomic normativity of white ways of knowing and 
leading, but also reinforcing the white savior complex embedded in the history of racial 
relations discussed above. By asking African Americans to collaborate for their own 
agency and equality on the terms of white people, Markoe is informing African Americans 
of his time that whiteness (or at least white ways of knowing and being) is the goal to which 
African Americans should strive.  
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LaFarge, who was also the editor of America, on the other hand, advocates for 
interracial solidarity on African American’s own terms, “for the improvement of the 
situation of the Negro in this country, for his education and advancement, and for the spread 
of Christ’s Kingdom upon earth.”75 Writing in the same Interracial Review, in the March 
1933 edition, LaFarge argues that “the Negro has to be his own judge, in the majority of 
instances, as to whether the interracial program, applied to a specific situation, is going to 
be helpful or the reverse. The best minds of the race have to work together in such 
matters.”76 What LaFarge argued for is the agential freedom of African Americans to 
determine their own destiny and to practice their own liberation, with interracial 
collaboration occurring on their own terms. This position is much more closely aligned to 
Turner’s view of racial solidarity. 
After the atrocities of the Holocaust and World War II, the Catholic church at large 
began to reckon with sin and society in deeper ways. Gaudium et Spes, the constitution on 
the Church in the Modern World emerging from the Second Vatican Council in 1965, 
ushered in a call to racial justice when it implored that “every type of discrimination, 
whether social or cultural, whether based on sex, race, color, social condition, language or 
religion, is to be overcome and eradicated as contrary to God’s intent.”77 Such a specific 
call to combat cultural discrimination missed the importance of addressing cultural 
narratives and biases in such an endeavor, yet it is a strong movement in line with the 
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broader shifts away from racial and cultural discrimination that the church had struggled 
with in the past. In the United States, such a call was something that the church struggled 
with greatly at the height of the Civil Rights Movement.  
In 1979 the USCCB published its first document on racism entitled Brothers and 
Sisters to Us. Moral theologian Bryan Massingale highlights several ways that the 
document falls short of understanding how racism functions on the socio-cultural level that 
Gaudium et Spes named as a unit of analysis. The first is that the document presents no 
formal “investigation on the phenomenon of racism” instead relying on anecdotal evidence 
and a view of race that is consciously willed and enacted. The second is that the document 
“lacks an extended theological or ethical reflection upon racism,” with thin faith reflections 
on why racism runs counter to the Gospel. The third is that the bishops gave no teeth to the 
document, no concrete ways of acting against racism as a church.78 The document, and the 
broader Catholic racial justice tradition also suffer from the White savior complex, 
meaning that it “does not support or acknowledge black agency, meaning independent 
thought, action, and leadership” from black Catholics and communities.79 To view racism 
as an expression of individual biases in the form of racial slurs, insults, or exclusions is 
“woefully inadequate and cannot but lead to impoverished theology and ineffective 
pastoral practice.”80  
The document also shows an unawareness of the need to challenge the cultural 
narratives and biases that lead to discrimination and violence. A critical race theory reading 
of the document shows that by couching racism as an individually occurring phenomenon, 
                                                     
78 Bryan Massingale, Racial Justice and the Catholic Church (Maryknoll: Orbis books, 2010), 74. 
79 Ibid, 75.  
80 Ibid, 84. 
52 
 
it is relying on a post-systemic view of racism that anti-discrimination legislation ended up 
fostering. This same post-systemic view of racism, as discussed in the previous chapter, 
ends up feeding into unconscious biases because of the erroneous belief that the rule of law 
has evened the playing field. Such a view makes it possible to believe that policies that are 
meant to curb the effects of racism on people of color, such as affirmative action policies, 
are unjustly discriminatory to white people and should be ended as such. Those who adhere 
to these beliefs, out of either a sense of self-preservation or a true inability to acknowledge 
the continued need for such policies, further extend the ability of narratives of people of 
color inferiority to appear common-sensical rather than biased. 
 A strong attempt to address racism from beyond the black-white binary of 
traditional racism in the U.S. came from the USCCB’s collection of letters entitled Love 
Thy Neighbor as Thyself, published originally in 2001 and then in an abridged version in 
2014.81 The documents, mostly pastoral letters from individual bishops to their dioceses, 
span a time frame from 1997 to 2000. The documents include reflections on racism and 
ways to combat it from the African American, Asian American, Latinx American, and 
Native American experiences. All but one of these brief articles are written by white 
bishops, with the only exception being Bishop Curtis J. Guillory, the first African 
American bishop in the state of Texas.  
The documents focus on awareness-raising of the various forms of violence that 
people of color experience and include appeals for compassion and justice. They also ask 
for an examination of prejudices and a ceding of power to minority Catholics so that they 
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too may hold leadership and authority in the Church. These calls for sharing power and 
control are helpful, and asking for others to reflect on their prejudice is important, yet these 
documents (with the exception of Bishop Guillory’s) are still steeped in the white savior 
anthropology that has been transmitted from colonial times. When the documents ask that 
power be shared, and not ceded, it is granting that the white majority should maintain a 
majority of the power. The documents do not stop to question why it is important that 
people of color hold leadership positions, outside of the need for just representation. The 
idea that the theological, spiritual, and liberatory contributions of people of color might 
also be necessary contributions for leadership in the church is not broached. In short, it is 
a call for the sharing of power that does not make room for the de-centering of whiteness 
as the normative context for theological (and ministerial) construction.  
 
2.5 The 21st Century, So Far 
 
 
 The 21st century is in many ways the culmination of the 20th: because the church 
has been unable to contend with biases within its theological anthropology, and because 
these same biases have remained unaddressed within the theological education of clergy 
and lay ministers, the church has been unable to bridge across highly polarized identities 
and politics in the United States. In the 2016 election, white Catholics and Catholics of 
color ended up on opposite sides of the political spectrum: “about 60% of white Catholics 
voted for Republican Donald J. Trump and about two-thirds of Latino Catholics voted for 
Democrat Hilary Clinton.”82 According to a CARA study, roughly 75% of non-Latinx 
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Catholics of other races voted for Hilary Clinton over Trump.83 While that same study 
notes that Hilary Clinton may have won a majority of the Catholic vote in that election, the 
difference is well within the margin of error.84  
In 2018, a new document on racism was published by the USCCB for the first time 
since 1979’s Brothers and Sisters to Us. The document, entitled Open Wide Our Hearts, is 
a slow shift towards greater admittance of culpability on the part of the Church and casts 
its net widely beyond the traditional black-white binary. It also squarely locates racism as 
a systemic, cultural, and institutional reality both in society and the Church and encourages 
greater engagement in interpersonal biases and encounters across identities. Yet Open Wide 
Our Hearts is still very much addressed to white Catholics, and once again repeats the error 
of white savior-ism (despite the fact that it was written in part by clergy of color) by not 
acknowledging how the theologies of people of color are beneficial to the broader church. 
The focus remains on the amelioration of the harms caused by discriminatory attitudes, 
behaviors, and policies. While such a goal remains very much relevant in 2019, it excludes 
mention of the epistemological biases that broaden the gap between respecting the dignity 
of people of color as fully and equally embodying the imago Dei, and fully valuing the 
theological contributions stemming from the lived experience of people of color. 
 
2.6 Anthropological Analysis 
 
 
                                                     






 As noted, the white savior complex in the United States of the 21st century is a 
predominately unconscious phenomenon, perpetuated by an anthropology inscribing the 
theological reflections (and the ability to fully image God) of people-of-color as inferior 
within the theological education and formation of priests and ministers. A deconstruction 
of this anthropology surfaces several components working in tandem to support this 
anthropology: the Thomistic focus on rational intelligence/soul as the locus of the imago 
Dei; a dualistic soteriology more concerned with saving souls than bodies; and a 
construction of human dignity that is insufficient to the task of elevating the theological 
voices (and lives) of people of color to greater equality within theological education. 
 The tug-of-war of racial justice within the Catholic anthropological tradition since 
the 16th century has occurred with the same rope: a Thomistic imago Dei of the rational 
intellect that does not address how biases affect the way rationality is judged among people 
of color. The above histories show that racial and ethnic biases distort the way that white 
people in authority in the Catholic church judge people of color as being capable of 
reasoning to their satisfaction. This judgment, which has historically been influenced by 
cultural and racial biases and supported by an unequal power dynamic, results in a denial 
of agency for people of color and those whose cultures reason and know in ways that differ 
from majority (white) ways of knowing. Given the upswing in racial and ethnic tensions 
the U.S. is experiencing in 2019,85 and the ways those tensions can arise in the classroom, 
an anthropology that imputes dignity through rational intellect alone is insufficient for a 
theological education that prepares clergy and lay ministers for working towards racial 
justice and intercultural inclusion in their ministerial contexts. Additionally, such an 
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anthropology does not welcome people of color into theological education spaces, or allow 
them to have their own experiences respected in the classroom. What is necessary is a 
theological anthropology that honors the theological and social agency that being created 
in the image and likeness of God should impute. Such agency would of necessity require 
freedom to use that agency in productive ways, in educational and ministerial contexts.  
 The lack of attention to racial and ethnic biases within Catholic theological 
education is the result of the various anthropological symptoms described above. The lack 
of an antiracist construction of human dignity led to a “white savior complex” within 
Catholic theological education. This complex led Catholic bishops and addressed itself 
almost exclusively to white Euro-ethnic Catholics, asking them to treat people of color as 
their equals and to work towards a society that does so. Yet in doing so, they ignored the 
ways that people of color had been working towards their own liberation and chose to 
continue the historical trend of prescribing what the struggle for freedom should look like. 
Such prescriptions have ignored the agency of people of color, and thus relegated them to 
second-class actors in their own liberation.  The theological education that these ecclesial 
and lay leaders received failed to instruct them in how to act in solidarity as antiracist 
agents, and to learn across cultures about what it means to struggle for liberation in the 
image of God. As the above historical and anthropological analysis describes, the 
theological proclamations in favor of eradicating racial and ethnic discrimination fell on 
rocky ground among educators and ministers, such that their own biases prevented them 




 In order to address this concern, the Catholic view of the human person needs to 
extend beyond a call to dignity to include specific calls to freedom, community, and 
solidarity across hybrid identities. An anthropology that calls for these specific practices 
as part and parcel of what it means to be human is an important stepping stone towards 
meaningful engagement with pedagogies that can interrogate biases against racial and 





3.0 Ch. 3 An Antiracist Theological Anthropology 
 
 
For centuries, communities of color have found strength for resisting oppression by 
overcoming racist anthropologies and theological distortions. These contributions have 
formed an image of God and the human person that undoes much of the attempts at 
dehumanization that colonialism and systemic racism has endeavored to inscribe upon our 
being. Among these reassertions of inherent dignity are seeds for an antiracist theological 
anthropology, one that works to actively support a vision of human personhood in God’s 
image that upholds freedom, community, hybridity, and solidarity as paramount practices 
of the Christian vision for being human. These contributions fit within an understanding of 
Genesis 1:26-2786 that shifts away from traditional interpretations of domination and equal 
human dignity and moves into concrete practices that lift up what it means to act in God’s 
likeness rather than just remain in God’s image. 
Traditional, canonical interpretations of this text do not focus on the radical 
freedom, equality, and community of human beings that a people of color hermeneutic 
brings to the imago Dei text. Instead, they focus on the supremacy of the human over the 
natural world. Bill Arnold, an Old Testament scholar, notes that humans were created 
differently from the rest of creation, by the making of God’s hand itself rather than by a 
simple utterance.87 The focus on image of God is placed primarily on God’s authority and 
rule over creation, with humans acting as God’s stand-ins to exercise that dominion, again 
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through process of making rather than uttering, of forming and shaping physically rather 
than communicating.88 The Pontifical Biblical Commission also focuses on this 
interpretation of the text, noting that humans are the stewards of creation, images of God 
in so far as they have dominion over creation.89 They also go on to use the text as a way to 
ground marital relationships between men and women as pivotal to what it means to image 
God in a world they have been given dominion over.90 Though they do go one step further 
to mention the implications of being created in God’s image and likeness, specifically that 
this creation “excludes all superiority of one group or individual over another” and that 
“arrangements should be made with a view to the harmonious co-existence of all living 
things in their search for the necessary means of subsistence.”91 Pope John Paul, II, in 
Evangelium Vitae goes further to denounce the destruction of human life in any form 
because of its sacredness through this creation account.92 Yet, as is readily apparent from 
the previous chapter’s unpacking of racist theological distortions (a theological 
anthropology that privileges soul to body and a white savior complex that denies full 
agency and humanity to people of color), these interpretations of preservation and regard 
for human life come second to the imposition of dominance as the primary way of imaging 
God in the world.  
All that is constructed about the dignity of the human person within Christian 
tradition, while valuable, is not sufficient on its own to confront these distortions precisely 
because these distortions arose despite the long history of the teaching on dignity. What is 
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necessary are affirming practices of the human that qualify what it means to image God in 
a world where these distortions are prevalent: practices that confront and upturn these 
distortions in order to reaffirm a humanity that is tied intimately to an image of God that 
privileges the Christian God’s Trinitarian, loving, and liberatory activity in the world. 
These practices can be found by looking to the experiences of oppression and 
marginalization that fuel the hermeneutics of people of color in the United States. The 
resilience of their spirituality, tenaciously holding on to their knowledge of God’s love for 
us and God’s wish for a just ending to oppressive states, offers important ground upon 
which an antiracist theological anthropology can be built. 
  
3.1 A People of Color Exegesis of Gen. 1:26-27 
 
What insights might the experiences of Asian, Native American, African American, 
and Latinx women and men lend to our understanding of the imago Dei text? Each of these 
sets of voices offer important foci from which to interpret God’s image and likeness active 
in the world. While significant overlap exists between the foci that these voices offer up, 
as can be expected of those who suffer from what is essentially the same form of hegemonic 
cultural domination, each voice contributes a distinct reason for why these building blocks 
for an anthropology that resists such domination is so important.  
African American biblical hermeneutics begin with their primary experience of life 
in the Americas: capture, enslavement, and racial violence. As theologian Carolyn Jones 
has noted, the experience of enslavement is what begot African Americans as a diasporic 
people. It was in the “Middle Passage that those from different tribes, with different 
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religions and different languages, began to form the African American.”93 “Facing and 
claiming the wound” of slavery, therefore, is the first task of African American biblical 
hermeneutics.94 Despite the fact that the Bible was presented to them by slave masters and 
pro-slavery preachers primarily as a means to control the population, Black people 
instinctively understood that their enslavement was sinful and that God would free them 
one day, just as God freed the Israelites from their own enslavement in Egypt. “In their use 
of the Bible, African Americans rejected biblical passages that sanctioned slavery, 
oppression, and racial prejudice.”95  
We can begin an African American hermeneutical exegesis of Gen. 1:26-27 by 
assessing that if God truly did create humankind in God’s own image, then we must 
conclude that bodies that are God’s own image must never be chained and enslaved and 
must always be free. If God created both male and female together, in the same moment, 
then equality as a virtue should always be protected among human beings, both across the 
sexes and across races and ethnicities. If we incorporate what we have learned from 
evolutionary anthropology, we can understand that the first humans themselves were 
Black, of African origin, and if we are to hold the text as truth then we must do away with 
religious and scientific theories that put human beings on a hierarchical color spectrum of 
any kind. “What color, for example, does one imagine humankind to have as one reads 
Gen. 1:26-28?”96 Aesthetically, can we conceive of Eve as “black, united to her male 
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partner in flesh, bone, and skin”?97 If we use the tool of figural imaginations popular among 
African American biblical scholars that highlight the aural traditioning of African cultures, 
and the aural handing on of Scripture among African American slaves, we can imagine the 
many instances of solidarity between God and the poor across both the Old (Ex. 23:9; Duet. 
26; Is. 42:18-25; Is. 51:17-23) and New (Lk. 4:18-21; Mt. 5:2-12; Lk 6:20-23; Mt. 25) 
testaments as inclusive of those today who are doubly marginalized as people of color and 
in need of liberation from poverty and racially oppressive structures.98 The aural tradition, 
which frees scripture of its reliance on the limitations of the text itself, liberates God’s 
Word from those portions of the texts that colonize others, allowing the message to focus 
on freedom for all peoples.99 
Latinx biblical hermeneutics are difficult to simplify because of the enormous 
diversity of Latinx experience in the United States. Scripture scholar Eric Barreto notes the 
complexities of Latinidad within the U.S. and its links to the racial categorization of non-
European peoples within the given demographic category of “Hispanic”: “In the United 
States, the Atlantic slave trade and the incipient colonial enterprise of gradual but 
inexorable westward expansion required a clear, purportedly objective systemization of 
racial and ethnic difference. The ethnic ambiguities embodied by Latina/os evaded easy 
racial categorization. In one fell demographic swoop, however, a significant swath of 
overlapping but distinct cultures received a single sociological categorization.”100 This 
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designation, forced upon us in order to categorize us as outsiders within a specific racial 
landscape, serves as a unifying label for all of our complex identities within the U.S. Justo 
Gonzalez, one of the most influential Latinx biblical scholars, drills down into this 
experience as the one thread uniting the many differences that Latinx people in the U.S. 
otherwise embody.101 Gonzalez fleshes out further distinctions of U.S. Latinx biblical 
hermeneutics as dwelling within experiences of hybridity within the designations of 
meztizaje and mulatez, and exile and alienness. The work of Mujerista theologians has 
emphasized the importance of lo cotidiano, or the everyday, in the ways that we strive to 
reflect on God’s loving action in the lives of our communities. The primacy of culture and 
cultural criticism is an essential aspect of mujerista hermeneutics, as it allows for 
interpretations that look for meaning by understanding the cultural world behind the text.102 
It “emphasizes the personal, both in the private and the political spheres, as well as issues 
of gender, ethnicity-culture, anthropology, and ideologies.”103 
A Latinx reading of Gen. 1:26-27 can testify that God created humanity out of 
God’s own Trinitarian image, one that claims that God in God’s very self is a complex of 
diverse persons, each intimately involved in creating the totality of God’s being. Human 
experiences of multiplicity, and of marginalization due to imposed identities, can find their 
home within such an image of God, and recognize their own lives reflected in that image. 
As Virgil Elizondo recognized, even God’s own self-revelation through the incarnation 
was situated within a community of people that themselves could be considered hybrid and 
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oppressed.104 For mujerista readers and interpreters, might it be that “God’s desire for 
relationship, a deep love for others, a love to be modeled by human beings, made in the 
image of God” is at the core of God’s creation of the human person?105 
 American Indian biblical hermeneutics preface a reading of the scriptures through 
the lens of place and space rather than time. As George Tinker observes, “For an American 
Indian reader of the Bible’s creation stories, whether human beings were created first of all 
the mammals or last of all the “createds” is not nearly as important as affirming the 
harmony and balance of the created order. While the balance of that order is repeatedly 
shaken by the human creatures, it is still the ideal state of being that we attempt to 
restore.”106 This challenges the idea of “dominance” present in most European readings of 
Genesis 1:26-27, because dominance is not present within the relational world view of 
American Indians.107 What then, might an interpretation of “balance” over dominance, 
afford to the text? If the human person is created in the image and likeness of a Creator 
who set balance within the world, then it is the human person’s responsibility to “recognize 
that interrelatedness as a peer relationship between the two-leggeds and all the others – 
four-legged, winged, and other living, moving  things. This is the real world within which 
we hope to actualize the ideal world of creational balance and harmony.”108 These 
community-peer relationships with the rest of creation not only necessitate a broader 
human practice of care for all of creation, but also resist any form of hierarchization among 
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humans: the great chain of being that Europeans used to hierarchize the cosmos (and the 
races) disappears, replaced by circular relationships of care and respect.  
 Asian, and particularly Asian-American, readings of this text highlight various 
hermeneutical approaches, ranging from liminality to hybridity. While Asian and Asian 
American biblical hermeneutics are as diverse within themselves as Latinx voices, the 
stereotypes that Asian-Americans suffer as both “model minority” and “perpetual 
foreigner” cut across the cultural differences that represent the diversity of Asian American 
languages and cultures.109 Therefore, as biblical scholar Frank Yamada notes, a reading of 
scriptures that focuses on “the experience of being in an ambiguous in-between or threshold 
state” highlights many marginalized and juxtaposed voices and identities within scripture, 
such as that of Israelite against Cannanite, or of Hagar within the Abraham and Sarah 
narrative.110 Hybridity, which arises from some Asian cultures’ beliefs in non-duality, also 
has an impact on scriptures that highlight the relationship between the divine and the 
created order. An Asian-American reading of Gen. 1:26-27 might privilege the creation of 
humans as both male and female, as creatures who are both fully immersed in the created 
order and also able to image God. Such a reading also challenges the hierarchical ordering 
of cosmology, which is based on essentialist, non-dualistic constructions. 
 What do these exegetical interpretations of the text point to in terms of an antiracist 
construction of Imago Dei? In order to undo the inadequacies and damages that canonical 
all-white interpretations have put forth, it is necessary to rethink the foundations on which 
the contemporary image of the human person rests. The modern-liberal interpretation of 
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the human person is one that is an individual first and foremost, one that chooses to which 
communities they are responsible towards, and one that does not necessitate care for the 
needs of non-human beings. It is an image of the person that reflects back an image of God 
as an individual who is concerned with personal relationships over and above communal 
ones. It is also an image of the person that has led to the creation of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, a document that (attempts to) guarantee the individual 
liberties and rights of individuals across borders. While we must be careful not to discredit 
the importance of the declaration, nor of finding God in one-self and of committing to 
spiritual practices of personal prayer and piety, to stop there is to do a grave injustice to the 
Christian understanding of salvation history. As Norbert Lohfink points out, the God who 
led the Israelites out of Egypt was concerned with saving an entire people, and not a 
collection of individuals.111 Taking the insights from these non-White interpretations of 
Gen. 1:26-27, we can now work out the foundations of an antiracist anthropology on which 
to build an intercultural approach to theological education that undoes racist distortions of 
theological anthropology. 
 
3.2 An Imago Dei Free from Bondage 
 
 
Black people in North America have always understood that if God loves them, 
then the system that institutionalized slavery, violence, and death against them must not 
come from God. James Cone quotes the Reverend J.W.C. Pennington in 1845: “Does the 
Bible condemn slavery without any regard to circumstances, or not?... I, for one, desire to 
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know. My repentance, my faith, my hope, my love, my perseverance, all, all, I conceal it 
not, I repeat it, all turn upon this point. If I am deceived here – if the word of God does 
sanction slavery, I want another book, another repentance, another faith, and another 
hope.”112 In order for black people in North America to embrace Christianity, and the cross, 
they had to deal with the contradictions “that slavery, segregation, and lynching posed for 
their faith. That was why most blacks left white churches during slavery to form their own 
places of worship. Leaving white churches [and I would add, a white-centered imago Dei] 
helped Blacks to find their own space for free religious and political expression, but it did 
not remove their need to wrestle with God about the deeply felt contradictions that slavery 
created for their faith.”113 
The image of a radically free imago Dei arises out of an understanding of God’s 
freedom, “which is freedom to be in relation with human beings in the social context of 
their striving for the fulfillment of humanity.”114 Black theologians like James Cone tie 
God’s freedom with solidarity, particularly with God’s display of solidarity with the 
oppressed through Jesus Christ. God’s radical freedom chooses to die to liberate those who 
are not free should animate the oppressed in the world to struggle with God, who rose from 
the dead, toward their own freedom. “[W]hen a human being perceives the self as the self 
is and not as a creation of others, he or she is free as created in God’s image and in response 
to divine vocation.”115  Dwight Hopkins has noted that this animating call towards freedom 
with the help of, and in the image of, God’s solidarity has engendered “the persistent 
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creative genius of global dark-skinned peoples. Millions have, in the midst of a damning 
definition of white skin privileges, appropriated both racial categories and reinterpreted 
Christianity to model a theological anthropology of individual renewal and structural 
transformation toward the practice of freedom – that is to say, a new self and a new 
commonwealth.”116 That sense of hard won freedom from white supremacy is one that 
brings us closer to what it means to be human subjects, that is, to live freely and affirm our 
own personhood: “This affirmation means that a human subject cannot consent to any 
treatment or condition that is intended to usurp the transcendental end or purpose for which 
human beings are divinely created…”117 Indeed, to do so would be to trounce what it means 
for the human being to actively serve as God’s image in the world.  
 
3.3 Imago Dei as Racially Diverse 
 
 
 Racial and ethnic diversity are paramount to the human experience, especially 
within a world where the borders between peoples are as porous as ever, despite attempts 
by nationalists to prevent this reality. Yet the experience of many non-European people 
with the Christian God has been one of coming face to face with a God who has been 
construed as white. As the previous chapter attested, this construal was a necessary part of 
the European colonial project: it helped to define the European as a new “chosen” people 
while simultaneously ordering non-Europeans into categories that required European 
mediation to come to know and understand the Christian God. “Snatching the notion of a 
chosen race from the Israelites, the colonizers considered it their manifest destiny to 
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conquer and civilize racial others. There seems to be nothing inherently wrong with the 
notion of a chosen people, but, when distorted, it offers a potent ideology supporting 
domination”, especially when the well-being of the non-chosen is only considered in 
parallel to the benefit they provide to the chosen.118 This dynamic has played itself out in 
the distortions of history that European-Americans engage in when they describe Native 
American victories over European colonizers as “massacres” while European-American 
removal of Natives Americans from their lands are described as “victories.”119 In order to 
move away from this image of the human person as reflecting a God that favors white 
bodies over the bodies of people of color, it is necessary to imagine a God who actively 
incarnates in the bodies of people color. 
Some theologies of racial reconciliation seek to claim that God loves all people 
regardless of their racial, ethnic, or cultural background, i.e. their “color”. This argument, 
especially in the social context and history of a country whose original sin has often been 
described as racism, robs people of color from seeing God in their own identity, precisely 
because God is seen as so often supporting the history of white European-American 
domination. If we are to believe in a God that has incarnated in humanity and not just 
within a “chosen” people, then the self-identification of each racial and ethnic group with 
God is a “necessary pre-condition of the Gospel”, as theologian Fumitaka Matsuoka has 
noted.120 Theologian Eleazar Fernandez speaks of a God who not only refutes the claims 
to racial chosen-ness that racism puts forth, but actively incarnates across diverse “colors”:  
The idea that color does not matter to God does not deal with the unchangeable 
reality that we have different colors. This approach continues to devalue the color 
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of people and fails to criticize our ideological distortion: that the problem is not our 
differences but how we interpret our differences… If God transcends color by 
becoming colorful, color-loving, and immersed in the various colors of the 
universe, then God could find Godself incarnating in particular colors.121 
 
This possibility opens up the potential for those who dwell in the “under” side of history 
to find God incarnated amongst themselves, a reality that theologians from James Cone to 
Virgilio Elizondo to C.S. Song have described as necessary to encountering a Jesus “who 
can be discerned in the emaciated and mangled bodies of society’s victims, in the struggles 
of people against the forces of death, and in the dreams and hopes of the crucified 
people.”122  
 
3.4 Mestizaje/Mulatez, Hybridity, and Imago Dei 
 
 
 Meztizo and Mulato are terms used to refer to “the mingling of Amerindian and 
African blood with European blood, but which now also includes the present-day mixtures 
of people from Latin America and the Caribbean both among ourselves and with people of 
other ethnic/racial and cultural backgrounds in the United States.”123 Virgilio Elizondo was 
the first to use the categories of mestizaje/mulatez to describe not only the cultural and 
biological mixing of different races, but the incarnation of God’s self, fully human, fully 
divine, and the culture into which God incarnated: as a Jew in Roman occupied territory in 
a place “peopled by Phoenicians, Syrians, Arabs, Greeks, Orientals [sic] and Jews… home 
to simple people… marginated and oppressed regardless of who was in power or what 
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system of power was in effect.”124 Jesus Christ, who is the ultimate image of God (Col. 
1:15), reveals to us what it means for our own selves to be created in God’s image and 
likeness. God not only chose to become a mestizo, essentially and culturally, through the 
incarnation, but to have human beings mirror God’s interior diversity of divine persons 
living in community and benefiting from the love that is generated by and for that diversity. 
The ways that we choose to accept our own biological and cultural hybridizations impact 
our ability to see God as hybrid, and to honor that hybridity as divine; this dynamic also 
impacts our ability to see diverse others as legitimate manifestations of God precisely 
because of the human unity that derives from that diversity.  
Marginalized people, because of their struggles to come to terms with and be 
accepted for their differences, are best suited for imagining “another way of understanding 
and dealing with differences than the present one.”125 Mujerista theology works towards 
this goal because “the way difference is thought about today is the basis for all prejudices 
and hate crimes.”126 Attempting to do away with these differences, rather than learning to 
love them as a validation of the imago Dei, retrenches the dominant group’s ability to 
define the standards of society in ways that benefit them most (even unconsciously), ignore 
their own specificity while claiming neutrality, and forcing those who are different to 
internalize the negative understandings that the dominant group has of them.127 After all, 
as Orlando Espín notes, the question of who is human (answered by his introduction of the 
category of humanitas) is “never monochrome or simple… always complex, plurichrome, 
and multiple, intersecting in, and thereby producing, a vast array of human differences. 
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Humanitas is thus not only contextual but also diverse…”128 The way forward from such 
a realization of hybridity is to focus on the relationships that we make with others, who are 
always different in some way. “Relationships make it possible to understand that 
differences are relative… to share the point of view of those whom an essentialist 
understanding of differences may have classified as deviant… The goal here is not to 
replace our perspectives with that of another but rather to embrace the partiality of all 
human perspectives and to admit the point of view of others as a corrective lens to our 
own.”129 For these relationships to occur, we must also admit to the fact of our being created 
for living in community. 
 
3.5 Imago Dei as Community 
 
 
James Cone noted how community has been central to all struggles for freedom 
from oppression, including Martin Luther King, Jr.’s sense of beloved community: “In 
considering the subject of God and the problem of race in America, King reflected that 
God’s love created blacks and whites and other human beings for each other in community. 
White supremacy was the sin that separated them in America and in much of the world. 
God reconciled humanity through Jesus’ cross, and thereby white supremacy could never 
have “the final and ultimate word” on human relationships.”130 Yet such a view of 
theological anthropology has to contend with the prevailing notions of salvation and grace. 
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Theologian Nancy Pineda-Madrid notes that the Anselmian notion of salvation precludes 
a relational sense of God or a relational ontology of being. To Anselm, God is  
…primarily concerned with the restoration of divine-human hierarchy, such that 
God’s power is understood unilaterally and that relationality is an accidental and 
thus not a constitutive attribute of God. Accordingly, Anselm does not consider that 
relationality might not be constitutive of the very nature of God, or that a relational 
understanding of God would encourage not only right relations between human 
beings and God but also right relations among human beings and right relationship 
between human beings and the whole natural world. Rather than unilateral power 
being the model, as in Anselm’s CDH, relationality in the being of God might better 
serve to effect right order in all relationships.131  
 
Though Anselm wrote Cur Deus Homo in 1098 C.E., its focus on hierarchical authority 
even unto God’s divine relations with creation is a factor that sustains white supremacy’s 
own dominating and hierarchizing structures of race and governing. Even now, this 
theology is being used to quash any decent to the U.S.’s current administration’s treatment 
of migrants and refugees among Evangelicals because government is “divinely 
ordained.”132 
Theologian Miguel Díaz employs a Rhanerian understanding of salvation to make 
the point that “salvation necessarily entails a social reality because God is a social 
being.”133 Díaz takes this notion and uses it to “consider the importance of human 
communities and impact of racial, cultural, gender, social, and religious experiences on 
these communities…” especially given the ways that God “does not destroy but rather 
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desires, presupposes, and perfects the survival of particular life-giving communal realities 
in God’s own eternal image.”134  
Community should not be romanticized however, as the socialization processes 
within our society can breed not only internalized senses of inferiority but support for the 
structures that maintain those senses. As Michelle Gonzalez notes:  
Our understandings of community cannot be naïve or uncritical, denying the 
realities that divide and marginalize… communities can silence, marginalize, and 
oppress. A community constructed at the expense of certain members is not one 
that can be celebrated within a Christian vision of the human. At the foundation of 
a communal anthropology is an understanding of the human as a relational being 
for whom relationships are constitutive of identity. Relationships precede the 
individual. These include the ancestral, institutional, and linguistic relationships 
that inform and perpetuate our human identity.135  
 
The formation of these identities in relationship merits careful monitoring so that the 
communities we live in  (and desire to hold up) do not reproduce oppressive understandings 
of diverse others. Solidarity, therefore, should always be the virtue that we attempt to frame 
our communities around. 
 
3.6 Solidarity as the Praxis of Imago Dei  
 
 
Solidarity is part of what it means to be human, to image God, because God stands 
in solidarity with the marginalized, even going so far as to be incarnated among them. 
Theologian Michelle Gonzalez reminds that “… Jesus did not become incarnate as an 
abstract, dehistoricized human being, but as a marginalized Galilean Jew… To understand 
our humanity, we must focus on Jesus’ status as an oppressed man and his preferential 
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option for the marginalized. Only when we follow this path will our true humanity be 
revealed. For Cone, this is the imago Dei, struggling against anything that denies any one 
person’s full humanity, and sin is defined as that which dismantles human community. In 
Elizondo’s mestizo Jesus we again find Jesus’ marginalization as a central Christological 
principle with profound anthropological implications. Our full humanity is realized only 
when we are in active struggle against those forces which oppress our sisters and 
brothers.”136  
Copeland reiterates this message, stating that  
 
[t]hrough a praxis of solidarity, we not only apprehend and are moved by the 
suffering of the other, we confront and address its oppressive cause and shoulder 
the other’s suffering… Inasmuch as solidarity involves an attitude or disposition, it 
entails recognition of the humanity of the “other” as human, along with regard for 
the “other” in her (and his) own otherness… In solidarity, the Creator is 
worshipped, humanum honored, particularity engaged, difference appreciated. 
Solidarity affirms the interconnectedness of human beings in common 
creatureliness. Humanity is no mere aggregate of autonomous, isolated individuals. 
Humanity is one intelligible reality – multiple, diverse, varied, and concrete, yet 
one.137  
 
This understanding of solidarity, and of what it means to be human, honors the prior visions 
of anthropology discussed: that humans are meant to be free from oppression out of regard 
for their created-ness in God’s image, that the diversity of human expressions properly 
images the diversity of how the Creator chose to self-represent in Christ, and that 
community represents the well-spring from which humanity was created, and the purpose 
to which it is called. 
 
3.7 White Resistance to Racist Theological Anthropologies 
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 White theologians have begun to resist racist anthropologies by engaging in work 
that contextualizes their own experience as culturally dominant theologians and by 
attempting to find ways out of the cultural narratives of domination that their work would 
have left unreflected in the past. Tapping into the field of whiteness studies, many of these 
theologians are grappling with questions of how to understand and mitigate the effects of 
white privilege, socially and theologically. Margaret Pfiel turns to the spiritual practice of 
askesis used by the desert fathers and mothers as a tool for white Catholics to come to 
understand and restrict the use of white privilege for anything other than solidarity with 
people of color in the work of their liberation from racial systems of oppression.138 Laurie 
Cassidy explores James Cones’ call for white Christians to become “Black” with God as a 
form of solidarity with the oppressed by using the same connections gender analysis makes 
to the relationships between “God language, theological anthropology, and moral 
imagination.”139 Many other white theologians have joined them in doing so and worked 
to expose the historical centering of their own voices within the broader sphere of 
theological reflection and education. 
 
3.8 An Antiracist Theological Anthropology 
 
 
 These categories of action and relation discussed in this chapter point the way to a 
constructive antiracist theological anthropology. Racism and ethnocentrism rely on 
divisions ensconced within mythical tales of origin. These myths, as discussed in the 
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previous chapter, serve to create biological differences and inferiorities where there are 
none. A Christian theological anthropology that seeks to combat these myths must ground 
itself in a narrative of creation that highlights the diversity of peoples and cultures as a 
constitutive element of God’s own self and of God’s economy with creation. This emerging 
anthropology is based on more than just an ontology of the human, though it is grounded 
in it, and points further to an active imaging of God’s self in the world through human 
being, that is, through the ways we choose to relate to one another, to creation, and to our 
shared experiences with suffering. Solidarity, as a foci for this anthropology, is grounded 
in mutuality, which Rebecca Todd Peters defines as a “foundation of respect for other 
people’s worldviews and life experiences [that] allows people from different backgrounds 
and social locations to engage one another in a dialogue that can help lead to the 
development of new solutions to age old problems” that affect the well-being of an 
interdependent creation.140 That solidarity, expressed through visions of the human person 
that stand as free, hybrid, and communal, are an important push-back to the anthropological 
myths discussed in the previous chapter precisely because they undo the very ground those 
myths are based on: a view of the human person as individualistic, mono-cultural, and 
entrapped within a finite ordering of epistemological capabilities. 
 
3.9 Implications for Theological Education 
 
 
The success of any of these Native, Asian, Black, and Latinx views of the imago 
Dei rests on the ability of theological educators to overcome the competing imago Dei of 
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white supremacy still operative in U.S. culture. Racism has rendered white supremacy 
invisible, and so attempts to give voice to this reality are met by many as a repudiation not 
only of the victories of the civil rights movement in the past but of the fabric of the current 
state of civil protections for minorities: that of formal legal equality. Formal legal equality, 
as people of color and other oppressed minorities in the U.S. know well, has not meant the 
end of culturally imposed segregation, of economic inequalities tied to race and ethnicity, 
or of white views of black and brown people as dangerous, leading to the deaths of 
hundreds of unarmed people of color and the disproportionate imprisonment of millions 
more at the hands of law enforcement. These same occlusions of the continued reality of 
racism are operative in the sphere of theological education as a barrier to be overcome if 
we are to embrace a vision of the human person that resists racism in the ways constructed 
above. What is needed, therefore, is to develop fresh approaches to theological education 
that can not only communicate the contributions of people of color to the education of all 
theology students, but push through the biases that prevent them from being accepted. The 






4.0 Ch. 4: Antiracist Pedagogies 
 
 
 An antiracist theological anthropology is a worthy goal for any theological educator 
to aspire to in their own teaching. It requires a commitment to undoing the ways that the 
“white savior mentality” has infected theological education by drawing the scholarship, 
and lives, of people of color into the center. Yet such a task is easier said than done. A 
variety of barriers exist to successfully implementing such a theological anthropology, 
from implicit racial bias to the slipperiness of whiteness as a constructed identity, to 
differing stages in racial and cultural identity development. Before each of these barriers is 
unpacked, it is important to understand the ways that guilds of theological educators have 
broached these topics. The theories and approaches that these educators propose in the 21st 
century highlight the topography, and lacunae, upon which discussions of racism and 
ethnocentrism are mapped. Beginning with these theories, this chapter will then unpack the 
ways that anti-bias and antiracist pedagogical principles can fill the gaps between theories, 
and form important bridges to positive antiracist identity development and ministerial 
formation. 
 
4.1 21st Century Theological Educators Confronting Racism 
 
 
Some theological educators in the 21st century have struggled with racism and 
ethnocentrism in more direct ways than before. The U.S. war on terror, the election of 
Barack Obama and the subsequent election of Donald Trump, and the global migration 
crisis have enflamed nationalist rhetoric that borrows from racist and ethnocentric ideas 
about who belongs, who is dangerous, and who is inferior/superior. Native Americans, 
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African Americans, Muslim Americans, Jewish Americans, Asian Americans, and Latinx 
Americans have fallen victim to those who are either avowed white supremacist 
nationalists (those who identify themselves as alt-right) or those who have aligned 
themselves politically to these groups because of their own ideological biases. These 
realities have led to increased tensions in the theological education classroom, tensions that 
have made it more difficult to discuss the liberationist contributions of oppressed people 
of color, and more difficult to form students (including future clerics and ministers) in an 
ethic that seeks to undo these systems of oppression.  
Some theological educators have responded to these realities by acknowledging the 
threat of racism and ethnocentrism to the discipline, and by seeking to understand and 
interrupt racist narratives through either cultural criticism or the field of whiteness studies, 
which attempts to understand how whiteness as a racial construct reacts to difference. 
Fewer theological educators have also engaged with critical race theories in an attempt to 
understand how discourses of power shape these narratives. All of these endeavors are 
important contributions to undoing the effects of racism and ethnocentrism on theological 
education. Additionally, some scholars bring an intercultural lens to theological and 
religious education, as a way to attend to the learning that emerges from the encounters 
between cultures and ethnicities in the classroom. A brief look at these efforts will highlight 
the pedagogical strategies they suggest.  
 
4.1.1 Anti-Racism through Cultural Criticism 
 
 
Cultural theory analyzes language and narratives, without which racism (no longer 
scientifically supported) would cease to exist. Cultural representation and language used 
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to describe and inscribe racism on people of color further the oppressive content of race as 
part of the social imagination.141 The tools of language, discourse, representation, and 
subjectivity are used within this theory to undo the way that racism is produced and 
reproduced as “meanness.”142 Students of color who encounter negative cultural 
representations of ourselves can develop a negative self-image and white students who do 
not encounter liberating images of people of color risk retrenching in ourselves the 
predominant culture’s images of people of color as inferior or dangerous. Even in the 
absence of overtly racist images and representations of people of color, implicit narratives 
and biases can be reinforced through a “prism of negation or fundamental lack” of positive 
representation and constructively liberating images.143 This dynamic, which is often 
referred to as “race power”, is present within theological education when the particular 
experiences of people of color are ignored or excluded as a universal foundation for 
theological scholarship and reflection.  
A review of theological educators’ recent reflections on racism in the peer-reviewed 
journal Religious Education highlights how cultural theory has been deployed as a lens 
with which to begin to undo racist constructions of people of color. Since the year 2000, 
six articles in the journal focused on these theories:  
(1) Barbara Fear’s article on the Underground Rail Road as a pedagogy for Christian 
 education;  
(2) Peter William Shafer’s article analyzing a work of fiction depicting race relations;  
(3) Willie James Jenning’s article on the use of the educational imagination;  
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(4) Almeda Wright’s article on mis-education in Black religious and theological 
 education;  
(5) Yolanda Smith’s article on Black women’s spirituality; and  
(6) Karen Cross’s article on the analysis of a religious education curriculum for 
 diversity representation.  
Peter Shafer’s article is perhaps the most traditional in its use of cultural theory, as 
it analyzes a pseudo slave narrative from 1863 that sought to propose domestic forms of 
abolition and empathy. He critiques the tale and pushes beyond the sentimentality of it to 
reveal its shortcomings: not only do dispositions that focus on racial sentiments mask the 
larger problem of codified racist systems (as in critical race theory), but “sympathy, of 
necessity, involves a view of the ‘other’ as in need, deficient, even… ugly. It also demands 
a continuing reenactment and recreation of a discourse of woe that casts the objects of 
sympathy as one-dimensional and passive and the dispensers of sympathy as active and 
ennobled.”144 Shafer’s ultimate focus on the representation of people of color, and the self-
representation of white people, is what places his article within the category of cultural 
theory. Cross’s article is most similar to Shafer’s in the explicit focus on representation: 
her analysis of a catechetical curriculum revealed “a church school curriculum that reflects 
only the experience, language, and culture of writers, editors, and illustrators raised in the 
White, suburban, middle-class context [that] serves only to perpetuate the cultural bias to 
the detriment of all our children.”145 Cross further reveals the irony that the curriculum 
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claimed it was using Freirean approaches to education and was therefore liberative, despite 
no engagement (and in some places, toxic engagement) with race and difference.”146  
These struggles from white colleagues point to the importance of the work of 
inclusion in curricula. As Zeus Leonardo notes: 
With respect to race, the curriculum’s ability to structure knowledge is constitutive of 
how racial subjects come to know themselves, are perceived by others, and are inserted 
into the educational project. Because knowledge is imbued with actors, some of whom 
are constructed as agents while others are not, the racialization of the curriculum and 
the hidden curriculum of race become powerful forces in the educational endeavor. 
(Leonardo, Race Frameworks, 123) 
 
The racialized dichotomy between who is an agential actor and who is a passive or 
receptive actor, is especially active in theological education, which must contend the 
“white savior” soteriology historically entrenched in the histories of encounter between 
white Christians and Christians of color. As such, when theological educators attempt to 
address racism or ethnocentrism as a part of their curriculum, they must do so with an eye 
towards the correct forms of representation so as not to make the conversation about 
communities of color, but rather with communities of color through careful attention to 
their stories and scholarship. As illustrated in the vignettes from the interview conducted 
for this dissertation, simply including these voices is not enough. Attention must be paid 
to the historical impacts that Christian theology (and theological education) has had on 
communities of color in order to “un-erase”147 the universalization of theological 
reflections from a single white context. 
James Jennings, Wright, Smith, and Fears, the four African American scholars 
among the analyzed articles (excepting Evans, who co-authored with a white scholar), 
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chose to make their contributions using cultural theory. Almeda Wright’s article focuses 
on “mis-education” as the “perceived and real disconnections” that African American 
students have with their academic courses.148 “For example what is included in the course 
offerings, syllabi and assignments, what counts as knowledge or authoritative sources, the 
forms of communication which are valued, the context in which learning takes place, the 
diversity of the student body, and even the type of mentors and role models available to 
students” all make up the way that African American students are mis-educated 
theologically.149 Labeling this a colonizing move meant to estrange African American 
students from the liberative traditions and histories of their forebears, Wright wants to 
reassert the value of African American religious and theological education “as a source of 
affirmation and creative transformation for historically oppressed and marginalized 
communities… and challenge to the normative claims about what counts as knowledge and 
as authoritative for dominant communities.”150 Smith makes a similar claim in her article, 
and argues for representation of Black women’s spirituality as a source of wellbeing that 
compels individuals and communities “to engage in the process of liberation for themselves 
as well as the wider society.”151  
Willie James Jennings argues for an opening up of the imagination to arrive at a 
post-colonial vision of education. Currently, the imagination of the field of theological 
education posits a white student working within white communities as the norm. Even 
students of color are seen with this same image, and are trained and tested with these 
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communities in mind.152 James Jennings suggests a theology of teaching that envisions the 
educator acting with the humility of “a guest in someone’s home,” that is, “treading softly 
upon the ground” that students have walked.153 This sort of teaching would seek to make 
every student (and every cultural contribution) embody a desire to learn from and join 
others by respecting the diverse epistemologies in the room, something, Jennings notes, 
that colonialism is loath to do.154  
Barbara Fears’ article moves one step forward from James Jenning’s position by 
positing an imaginative metaphor for theological education based on the Underground 
Railroad. She does so specifically as a response to the “lack of racial/ethnic awareness in 
Christian education curriculum,” which she describes as a problem that “prevents persons 
of faith from addressing the impact race/racism has on Christian identity formation, on 
one’s understanding of theological anthropology end ecclesial practices… preventing 
Christians from taking responsibility for faith-based beliefs and practices, from 
recognizing sociopolitical and theopolitical/ecclesial “othering”, from recognizing 
sometimes competing cultural identities.. and from naming and then using… personal and 
corporate privilege to counter discrimination and oppression.”155 What the contributions of 
the African American scholars in these articles proves is that a cultural studies approach to 
racial analysis can yield powerful invitations to countering racism and encouraging 
liberative practices. 
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 These contributions from scholars of color highlight how, despite the odds, students 
and scholars of color have been able to name and resist the negative cultural representations 
of ourselves often encountered in theological education. Such a practice is a time honored 
tradition among many communities of color who used their own telling of the Christian 
story to find spaces of freedom for ourselves. In the theological education classroom, 
however, these spaces of freedom are too often too difficult to construct. As Zeus Leonardo 
notes: 
Students of color do not sit idly and internalize the discourses that target, even 
victimize them. Minority students also summon discourses of resistance to abate 
their victimization, but when they are interpellated by perspectives that formed 
them as problems, these discourses accomplish what they set out to do. [Emphasis 
mine] The conclusion is not that people of color are weak and somehow lacking 
resilience, but to combat representations they had little power in creating requires 
power they do not necessarily wield. Paradoxically, Whites who believe in these 
deficit-based discourses – that is, find it hard to resist them – are rarely depicted as 
lacking the resilience necessary to refute them. Whites are not taken to the same 
task when they believe in the problematic representations of people of color. It 
seems there is a double standard at work. (Leonardo, Race Frameworks, 128). 
 
White fragility, encountered too often when the teaching of theology dares to center 
communities of color within a lesson plan, becomes an obstacle that makes it difficult for 
both students of color and white students to learn. The double-standard Leonardo describes 
above is emphasized when theological educators either ignore or undervalue the ways that 
racist cultural biases come into play when engaging with the theological scholarship of 
people of color. Theological educators must be prepared to challenge white students who 
believe in inferior representations of people of color, and do so in a way that equips them 
with the resilience to continue challenging those beliefs. In order to not continue othering 
students of color within this endeavor, theological educators must pull off the trick of 
challenging their white student’s beliefs about people of color while also giving students 
87 
 
of color the space to grow and continue to imagine how their own lives, stories, and 
communities image God and work towards building God’s reign in the world through their 
own lives, stories, and communities. Employing a theological anthropology of liberation 
for people of color, therefore, requires that the pedagogical approaches accompanying the 
anthropology can be a container for both the interrogation of biases and the lifting up of 
multiple, hybrid lives and communities. 
 
4.1.2 Anti-Racism through Whiteness Studies 
 
 
Whiteness studies, another approach to antiracist education, centers the analysis of 
race not on people of color, but rather on the question of “What does it mean to be White 
in U.S. society?”156 Familiar subsets within this framework would include studies of white 
privilege, white identity development, and white supremacy. By centering the discussion 
on Whiteness, it “unerases” a racial category that is often unspoken of because of its 
normative status. By offering analysis to this status, the normative nature of whiteness 
becomes un-normed. As Leonardo notes, 
… the “White racial frame” argues that the master race deploys discourse in such a way as 
to minimize the pervasive nature of racism as well as to exonerate its own culpability in 
the process. Sociocultural on one hand and cognitive on the other, White racial framing 
combines affective mental states (not to be confused with mindsets), which articulate with 
larger structures of race. Attempting to theorize racial feeling and thinking, Feagin 
advances our understanding of race discourse as an assemblage of cognitive and bodily, 
conscious and unconscious, and rational and emotional responses.157 
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Yet the question remains: what is to be done with Whiteness as a category? There is debate 
within Whiteness studies as to the particular theory of change: should whiteness be 
reconstructed and reformed, or abolished? 
There were four articles in Religious Education since the year 2000 that relied on 
Whiteness studies for their engagement with racism:  
(1) Mary Hess’s article on white religious educators and white fragility;  
(2) Mark Hearn’s article on “color-blind” racism, theology, and church practices;  
(3) David Evans and Tobin Miller Shearer’s article on teaching race concepts to  
 defensive white students; and  
(4) Kate Turpin’s article on Christian education, white supremacy, and humility.  
While Mary Hess uses some cultural theory throughout her article, the focus remains on 
the experiences and maneuvers to avoid race that white Christians embody through white 
fragility and microaggressions. Hess calls for the use of contemplative practices to 
reconstruct white Christianity to move away from white fragility and into white resistance 
to racism.158 Her article squarely falls on the reformation-of-whiteness side of the debate. 
Mark Hearn’s article delves into some critical race theory in the way it treats unconscious 
and reverse racism, but ultimately falls within the realm of Whiteness studies because it 
looks at the origins of Whiteness within Christianity and the ways that white Evangelical 
Christianity in particular reproduces these origins.159 Such an approach would fall into the 
white abolitionist side of the debate, as it problematizes the existence of dichotomous racial 
constructions that are meant to give power to one while voiding the power of others. David 
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Evans and Tobin Miller Shearer’s article focuses on “teaching race critical concepts to 
defensively prepared students” that takes into account the white Judeo-Christian paradigm 
of the context in which teachers attempt to encourage racial justice among white 
students.160 To do this they problematize their students’ white racial lens, which makes the 
effort to identify the U.S. as post-racial, in the unconscious sense that promotes theories of 
reverse racism.161 This approach ultimately leaves it up to the students themselves to 
choose their own side in the reformation/abolition debate. Kate Turpin’s article, similarly 
to James Jennings’, exposes white supremacy’s Christian theological foundations during 
the colonial period and calls for humility as a virtue for Christian religious educators.162 
Where it differs from James Jennings’ article is in its approach: while James Jennings’ 
article targets the representation of people of color, Turpin’s article spins the approach 
around and targets how the white racial frame reproduces colonial epistemologies of race 
within theological education. Unlike Hearn’s approach, Turpin does argue that humility as 
a virtue can help to reform the practice of teaching theology, which to Turpin, seems to 
always be imbued with whiteness.163 
 While Whiteness studies lends an important frame to the restructuring of 
theological education, it cannot be used in isolation from cultural studies and critical race 
theory. Doing so risks re-centering Whiteness by excluding people of color from 
discussions. The 2018 meeting of the Religious Education Association (which publishes 
the Religious Education journal), was a prime example of this occurrence: while the 
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conference was titled “Beyond White Normativity: Creating Brave Spaces”, it re-centered 
Whiteness in a variety of ways, but primarily by excluding people of color and their own 
scholarship and reflections from the center of discussions (and in the case of the plenary 
sessions on the first day, from the center of the room itself).164 In light of the 
anthropological analysis from chapter 2 of this dissertation, we must be reminded of the 
tendency of the “white savior complex” running through theological education to re-assert 
itself, even among well-meaning efforts by white theological educators to prevent such a 
thing from occurring. This reassertion happens at the level of the unconscious: the well-
meaning white theological educators who planned the 2018 REA meeting did not heed the 
advice of the people of color they discussed the planning with, ultimately believing that 
their own ability to plan and execute the meeting would be enough for it to do the job of 
decentering whiteness.165  
 
4.1.3 Anti-Racism through Critical Race Theory 
 
 
Critical race theory seeks to name racism as a form of oppression linked to 
biologically and scientifically false notions of the human being. It focuses on the power 
relationship between the racially oppressed and the racial oppressor, honing in on “the 
resulting dynamics of a social relationship that favors Whites and dispossesses people of 
color.”166 To do this, it uncovers the shifting “representational arrangements”167 between 
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Whites and people of color in the myriad ways that they have appeared over time, from 
slavery, to Jim Crowe, to the school-to-prison pipeline. This analysis is done by ignoring 
any notion of “intent” behind the policies, actions, and behaviors of racial oppressors and 
focusing instead on how these policies, actions, and behaviors affect people of color in 
contrast to white people. This focus on impacts is meant to highlight the material cost of 
racism that people of color have to pay in order to participate in U.S society. These costs 
include everything from a higher likelihood of death or imprisonment to greater difficulty 
in scoring competitively in academic testing.168 Critical race theory then investigates the 
systems and narratives that buttress these effects, in the hopes of undoing them.  
We can identify the use of critical race theories as the dominant analysis of race in 
two of the articles examined from Religious Education since the year 2000: Russel Moy’s 
article on the null curriculum of racism in religious education and Courtney Goto’s article 
on breaking out of the black/white binary. Each of these articles uses race to expose the 
relations of power between groups. In Moy’s article, the relations of power are primarily 
between whites and blacks and focus on the political and religious moves necessary in 
order to support the project of racism. Moy argues that racism remains the “null 
curriculum” of religious education because of a lack of engagement with the issue of race 
itself.169 This lack of engagement allows racism to go not only uncontested, but 
unrecognized, furthering the negative effects of racist structures despite whatever 
intentions educators may have about doing good for the racial other. Goto’s article shows 
a willingness to analyze power relations across racial divides that go beyond the traditional 
                                                     
168 Claude M. Steele, Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do, W.W. Norton 
and Company, 2010. 
169 Russel G. Moy, “American Racism: The Null Curriculum in Religious Education,” Religious Education 
95, no. 2 (2000): 131. 
92 
 
black-white binary, which she claims “is itself another tactic to manage the pain of 
discussing racism, providing a self-protective benefit that accompanies the use of any 
binary…”.170 Goto’s argument reveals how an over-focus on black-white relations prevents 
intersectional approaches from unveiling the myriad ways black and other communities of 
color are oppressed. “The paradigm misrepresents diverse people as monolithic.”171 Her 
analysis encourages students and educators to attempt to see for ourselves how our lives 
have been affected by racism and its intersecting forms of oppressions by shifting 
perspectives between the various hybridities that make up their own identities. These 
articles underscore one of the purposes of critical race theory: revealing the ways that law 
and discourse seek to make racialized forms of oppression invisible. 
 Beyond these two authors, each of the articles analyzed above does make mention 
to some of the insights arising from critical race theory, particularly the enthronement of 
racialized oppression in laws and institutions as a barrier to be overcome. Unlike cultural 
theory, which focuses more on the narratives than on the effects, or Whiteness studies, 
which focuses more on the construction of whiteness, critical race theory in education seeks 
to focus in on the effects that racialized forms of education have on students of color as it 
pertains to ensuring that those students fit predetermined roles and functions in society. It 
focuses on how education can and continues to reinforce racial systems of power. An 
important weakness that Zeus Leonardo emphasizes about this approach is that it “leaves 
[the concept of] race largely undertheorized, which comes with two consequences: one, it 
may end up reifying it as natural and perpetual; and two, it does not problematize the 
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dependency between racism and a racially organized society.”172 Critical race theory is also 
an offshoot of multiculturalism (often called its more “militant” arm) as it attempts to 
respond to the unconscious racism and claims of reverse racism that multiculturalism 
originally did not address.173 Another development within multiculturalism in education 
has been the advent of intercultural theories that attempt to highlight how learning between 
cultures takes place. These theories have also been expanded within the theological 
education literature and are an important assessment of the ways that theological educators 
are attempting to combat white hegemonic normativity within the discipline. 
 
4.1.4 Intercultural Theories 
 
 
 Interculturalism, as an educational theory, attempts to shift the focus of diversity 
inclusion initiatives from ensuring that everyone has a seat at the table and is properly 
represented (multiculturalism), to ensuring that the various cultures that students (and 
society) embody in the room have ample opportunities to interact and learn from each 
other. This distinction is critical, as racial, ethnic, and cultural practices and knowledge can 
still be siloed (or segregated) even when everyone is seated at the same “table”. Whereas 
critical race theory attempts to understand and undo the power dynamics at play within 
racialized systems of oppression, interculturalism focuses on the interactions between races 
and cultures and the knowledge and practices cultivated during those interactions. While 
intercultural theories do not necessarily focus on power disparities, they can subvert them 
through dialogue and interaction between cultures. Within the field of theological 
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education, three scholars have made substantial contributions using intercultural theories: 
Jose Irizarry, Boyung Lee, and Hosffman Ospino. 
Irizarry, Lee, and Ospino approach interculturalism from three directions. Irizarry 
focuses on an intercultural approach to theological education that allows for the formation 
of identity and learning between cultures. Part of this learning between cultures includes 
the hope that the prejudices that are alive in each of the cultures being represented will be 
challenged and overcome through personal encounters. Jose Irizarry employs a 
“diachronic” understanding of culture, that is, “a shared sense of identity out of historical 
processes of self-definition, social assignation, and resilience over time. In this sense 
culture is always used in the plural to refer to racial, ethnic, gender, generational, class, and 
other forms of diversity which represent various societies successful experiments in living, 
which have been built over time.”174 This notion of culture is about how groups of people 
learned to function together in order to live together, cooperating for survival and thrival. 
Interculturality, then, is “where culturally defined groups engage each other in intentional 
ways in order to develop strategies to live together and to work together as distinctive 
members of the same community. This stage of experience presupposes that members of 
different cultural groups have recognized each other, learned something about each other, 
and agreed to show tolerance toward each other in some basic way.”175 A pivotal part of 
this understanding of interculturality is “the possibility of negotiating values, practices, and 
even identities in order to live a more sustainable shared life.”176 
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Those engaged in intercultural experiences must learn between cultures, that is, 
they must negotiate power, identity, and relationships from the encounter between cultures. 
Participants in Irizarry’s concept of interculturality are constantly in flux, learning and 
reshaping who and how they are with one another. In this flux, there is a capacity for 
transformation. “The intercultural experience is transformative in that power is first 
disclosed, analyzed, shared, and constantly negotiated among the diverse cultural groups 
in the community. For this reason, interculturalism can be understood as the critical 
approach to multiculturalism. In an intercultural experience no one is guaranteed that their 
cultural identities will remain the same throughout the engagement…” Rather than 
understanding and tolerance, “the purpose of intercultural education is the exploration of 
the possibilities for exchanging cultural meanings among groups in order to broaden our 
perspectives and change our own particular ways of thinking and living.”177 
Boyung Lee’s intercultural proposals begin from an affirmation of the inequality of 
cultures and of the centrality of dominant cultures in multicultural exchanges. In most 
multi-cultural exchanges “each community is mainly in conversation with the dominant 
group; however, they are not necessarily in communication with each other, except as 
mediated by the dominant group.”178  The focus of intercultural pedagogy, therefore, 
should not necessarily be to elevate all cultures, but particularly to work elevating (and 
liberating) the most marginalized cultures and communities.179 The way to achieve this, 
according to Lee, is to allow for the realization of a liberating interdependence that bridges 
cultures directly to each other and for the purpose of undoing the center. Borrowing the 
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term from postcolonial scholar Musa Dube, liberating interdependence is liberative 
because it recognizes the dignity of all things and people because of their 
interdependence.180  
In deploying an intercultural religious pedagogy, Lee advocates for the multi-
valence of religious texts and experiences, which themselves arise out of multiple 
intercultural interactions. “Therefore it is crucial for us not to focus simply on the author’s 
voice in the classroom or on the purported orthodoxy of church leaders. Instead we should 
investigate the ways different groups of people in Christian communities across history 
create meaning out of the text, using their different cultural backgrounds.”181 Along with a 
careful analysis of the texts used in intercultural education, Lee implores religious 
educators to analyze our own cultural norms and biases: “We are shaped by our culture, 
and in our teaching and learning, our cultural assumptions influence the way we teach and 
engage one another as teachers and learners. Until we creatively expand our current 
repertoire of “textbooks” and become aware of our own cultural lenses and myopia, in my 
opinion we will keep doing the same thing, hoping that intercultural competency will 
happen someday, somehow, somewhere, on its own.”182 In order to be successful at 
fostering intercultural communication it is necessary to understand how our own cultural 
hybridities as religious educators affects the content and form of our teaching, especially 
if we are to expect the same from our students. 
Hosffman Ospino grounds his intercultural approach in three epistemological 
principles: first, the realization that Christianity is always mediated through culturally 
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diverse contexts, which means that knowing how “to be a Christian is shaped by the 
continuous interaction among various cultural perspectives”183; second, culture actualizes 
God’s presence in the present and, through its reification, reveals what is human and 
divine184, meaning that those cultural forms, concepts, and categories should always be 
paid attention to; and third, “an intercultural epistemology that stresses noetic potential for 
the articulations of the Christian faith across cultural boundaries resists assimilation into 
conceptual systems that deny the value of difference and diversity,” meaning we should 
question not the foundational symbols of the faith themselves, but rather pay attention to 
whose interpretations of those symbols have been canonized.185 
 The pillars that Ospino builds his intercultural philosophy around are the 
affirmation of the possibility of dialogue between faith and culture; the acknowledgment 
that for us in the United States, intercultural dialogues occur in a pluri-cultural setting, and 
that God’s Word is present and accessible in the uniqueness of each of those cultures; and 
therefore attention should be paid to those factors that facilitate communication between 
cultures, so attention must be paid to the languages spoken and the symbols used by each 
of these cultures.186 These pillars imply that the pedagogies informed by this philosophy 
could (and probably would) vary considerably across cultural settings and participants, but 
that each should seek the conversion of its participants to “accept that everyone is bound 
by her or his own culture and must begin to appreciate that fact in order to engage people 
with different cultural heritages; … value diversity and difference as realities that shape 
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people’s lives in every possible context;… and recognize God’s presence in history as 
mediated by culture(s).”187 
 Ospino advocates for the development of intercultural competencies, one of them 
being intercultural communication. Knowledge of multiple perspectives, interpretations, 
languages, and skills are all critically important to intercultural communication.188 The 
ability to empathize with others, tolerate ambiguity, and adapt behaviors to different 
cultural expectations and norms reminds religious educators that intercultural exchanges 
are a lot like visiting foreign lands: confusing, but also very exciting!189 Finally, 
intercultural competencies include attitudes that help to foster cooperation and learning 
from all. These attitudes include an openness and willingness to learn from diverse others, 
understanding cultural exchanges as opportunities to learn and not problems to be resolved, 
and a healthy application of mindfulness about the cultural backgrounds, biases, and 
presence of God within these encounters.190 
 
4.1.5 Going Forward 
 
 
 While each of these schools of thought (critical cultural studies, critical race theory, 
whiteness studies, and intercultural theories), are important contributions to the antiracist 
initiatives underway in theological education, they encounter shortcomings when 
implemented in the classroom if they are not paired with approaches that take into account 
the enculturated biases of the students. Ideological polarization in the U.S. has made it 
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difficult to discuss even concrete evidence of systematic bias and discrimination. Many 
polarizing pundits, in the news and social media, critique evidence proving the existence 
of the material effects of racism on people of color as either false (the “fake news” 
phenomenon) or decontextualized to allow for post-racial narratives that assuage white 
guilt and obscure what such evidence points to, that is, the continued existence of racialized 
systems of oppression. Claims of reverse racism, for instance, are a common criticism of 
affirmative action policies and are only possible through spreading a narrative that formal 
legal equality has been enough to usher in an equitable post-racial society. These narratives 
allow racist and ethnocentric biases to dig-in in the face of evidence that would dispel the 
narratives that support these biases. When students (and faculty) who hold these biases 
engage in theological education, the anthropological distortion of the “white savior 
mentality” can reinforce, rather than challenge, the undergirding assumptions of these 
biases: that people of color and their cultures are deficient, inferior, or dangerous, that they 
are an inadequate image of God, and require white leadership in order to be “saved”, which 
leads to their assimilation into supporting the structures that ultimately ensure that they 
remain an oppressed group within the U.S.  When we consider that many who receive 
theological education in higher-level undergraduate courses and later at the graduate level 
often go on to become clergy or lay ministers, it is of greater importance that they be trained 
to understand their own positionality to racialized systems of power so that they do not end 
up replicating them further within their ministerial contexts. Indeed, the greatest hope of 
theological education, if it is to be antiracist, is that it can train clergy and ministers to resist 
racism and ethnocentrism in and through their ministerial contexts. 
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 In order to challenge these structures and move closer to achieving this hope, 
antiracist pedagogies that focus on the development of healthy racial identities and the 
investigation of how cultural biases operate are of crucial importance for theological 
education in 2019 and beyond. What follows is a closer investigation of antiracist and anti-
bias pedagogies and the identities in relationship to difference that they seek to form. It is 
important to note, however, that these particular elements of bias investigation are not 
enough in and of themselves to make a theological curriculum or pedagogy “antiracist.” 
As Julie Kailin, a leading antiracist educator warns, “race awareness… is often a necessary 
first step of antiracist education for dealing with the cognitive aspects of racism. It is 
essential, however, that such awareness go beyond… to a critical analysis of the social 
construction of difference and white supremacy.”191 The next section will seek to delve 
deeper into race development theory and its incorporation into antiracist pedagogies. An 
analysis of interviews conducted as part of a research process for this dissertation will 
follow, helping to locate the different ways that Catholic theological educators in particular 
are struggling with these issues. 
 
4.2 Anti-bias/Antiracist Pedagogical and Developmental Theories 
 
 
A central element of antiracist pedagogy is empowerment. In this case, education 
is viewed as a tool to critically analyze existing power relations and knowledge 
paradigms. This means that knowledge presented from mainstream perspectives 
has to be subjected to a critical analysis in order to reveal the existing relations of 
race and class domination. Beyond the deconstruction of existing knowledge 
paradigms is the process of the reconstruction of knowledge in order to provide an 
alternative worldview that presumably is radically different from the current 
oppressive arrangements, and that does not inherently reproduce other forms of 
                                                     




oppression in order to exist. An example of this reconstruction of knowledge would 
be a revamping of the curriculum to make it culturally and politically relevant to 
the needs of youth from oppressed backgrounds… and to make use of the lived 
experiences of these students as part of the living curriculum in the schools.192  
 
A theological anthropology that is antiracist, as expressed in chapter three, 
represents the reconstructed knowledge paradigm that Kailin speaks of above. It allows for 
the potential of antiracist pedagogies in theological education. If it is going to be the basis 
of ministerial formation, it must be taught in ways that allows students to interrogate 
cultural biases against people of color. Simply teaching about the theological reflections 
and scholarship of people of color is not enough, given that biases will affect how those 
contributions are accepted by students and faculty. Research on racial identity and 
intercultural identity shows that there are various developmental stages that students and 
faculty may find ourselves in regarding their own relationship to racial and cultural 
differences. These stages can provide important starting points for theological educators to 
begin to craft pedagogical strategies that give the scholarship from and about people of 
color a fighting chance to be accepted by white students, and that give students of color the 
infrastructure to take the weight off the difficult task of “trying to map the complexities of 
life in the racial world across the complexities of theological formation” without also 
falling victim to stereotype threats, microaggressions, and other biased induced 
incidents.193  
 Racial identity development is a natural part of growing up in any society where 
racial differences matter. Children begin to notice race relatively quickly: by the age of 
three they are able to begin to ask questions about skin color differences and may even 
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begin to rationalize why those differences exist.194 By the age of 8 or 9 children are usually 
able to pick up social patterns of behavior around race, including those patterns emphasized 
by the media (i.e., narratives of superiority or inferiority).195 It is around this time that it is 
also possible to get kids to begin to critique these patterns and images, and to begin to 
develop a lens for identifying them in the future.196 Entering adolescence usually makes 
race more visible, and more problematic, as many in this age range begin to grapple with 
their identities in public and potentially experience judgment for the way they embody (or 
not) the cultural narratives that accompany their race(s). As students enter young 
adulthood, many of those who are students of color begin to explore their racial identities 
with greater purpose and dedication. If this time is accompanied by supportive 
communities, it can become a space for “resisting stereotypes and creating positive 
identities.”197 Those young adults who are white, however, may never have the chance to 
interrogate their own whiteness, especially if they have never been invited to do so, either 
because of the racial homogeneity of their communities or the social taboos that exist for 
discussing race with others. 
 As people transition from young adulthood to adulthood, the capacity for the 
internalization of group identity grows. What this group identity looks like is often 
determined by environment: each of us go through what has been dubbed an “immersion 
experience” into our own race, ethnicity, and culture that leads to a deep exploration of 
these facets of our lives and identities. During this time, for people of color, it is possible 
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to unlearn the internalized stereotypes about our own group identity, and redefine “a 
positive sense of self based on an affirmation of one’s racial group identity… with an 
achieved sense of security about and commitment to one’s [racial, ethnic, and cultural] 
identity.”198 For people of color, achieving this level of development also makes it possible 
to nurture healthy relationships with white people, relationships that safely hold this new 
found sense of security while allowing for group and intergroup solidarity to nurture the 
work of justice in their shared communities.199 
This developmental process from immersion of racial awareness to internalization 
of “an affirmed and secure sense of group identity” continues throughout adulthood, 
spurred on by different encounters, relationships, and the process of ageing.200 As 
psychologist and race educator Beverly Daniel Tatum observes 
The process of REC-identity [Racial-Ethnic-Cultural] development… is not so 
much linear as circular. It’s like moving up a spiral staircase: as you proceed up 
each level, you have a sense that you have passed this way before, but you are not 
in exactly the same spot… Some people may find that other dimensions of their 
identity are simply more salient for them, and their REC group membership may 
remain relatively unexplored. People of any educational background can get stuck 
without engaging in the active exploration that leads to more growth… some may 
enter adulthood with a diffuse REC identity (little active exploration and no real 
psychological commitment to one’s REC group) or a foreclosed REC identity 
(accepting what others, such as parents, have defined without any active exploration 
of one’s own).201  
 
As theological educators we need to be able to create environments, craft discussions, and 
ensure that our students do not get “stuck” in their racial, ethnic, or cultural development 
cycle, if we expect them to embody a racial and ethnic intelligence that will help them to 
be fruitful antiracist clergy and ministers. Nurturing this developmental process in the 
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classroom is important for all of our students as they begin to understand how their own 
racial positionality impacts their view of the world and the other. Pivotal to this is the 
critical analysis of knowledge that Julie Kailin mentions in her own work: as theological 
educators we must be willing to show our students how to wrestle with the ways that 
theological anthropology, education, and ethics have both supported and challenged racism 
and ethnocentrism in the United States, from its colonial origins to the present.202 The 
democratization of theological scholarship is also important, and may necessitate the 
centering of scholarship from people and communities of color. Doing so allows for our 
students of color, and our white students, to “immerse” themselves in the thought of these 
communities as they seek to internalize the ways that these people and communities have 
resisted racism and learned to imagine a God that does so with them. 
While the above process details what this particular identity development looks like 
for people of color, our white students will deal with added dimensions to their own 
development brought on by the hegemonic normativity that a white-dominant society 
imbues into its own white people. It is this dimension in particular that poses the biggest 
hurdle for the enactment of an antiracist theological anthropology in the classroom, and for 
the centering of theological scholarship from people of color within the curriculum. After 
white children begin to develop a sense of racial difference between themselves and others, 
a period of internalization of the narratives of white superiority and minority inferiority can 
lead some white children (and adults) to believe that white culture is “the most highly 
developed, and all others are primitive or inferior.”203 Given the impact that formal legal 
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equality for people of color has had on the consciousness of white U.S. citizens, beliefs 
about race as being unimportant within a system they are convinced has leveled the playing 
field results in a support of the narrative of white cultural superiority. If the system is fair, 
the narrative goes, then the reasons that people of color experience higher rates of arrests 
and lower scores on standardized tests must be because they come from inferior or deficient 
cultures, the solution being that they should assimilate to white culture in order to “fix the 
problem”.204 There are several lessons that are available from anti-bias theories that 
theological educators should internalize in their own teaching, in order to be prepared to 
overcome these hurdles and turn them towards the healthy racial development of all their 
students.  
Derald Wing Sue, a scholar in counseling and diversity, has investigated white 
identity development and demonstrated how it needs to be carefully attended to in order to 
successfully implement the goals of anti-bias education. As Wing Sue notes: “… the level 
of White racial identity awareness [is] predictive of racism. The less aware Whites are of 
their racial identity, the more likely they [are] to (a) exhibit increased levels of racism, (b) 
to deny the racial reality of people of color, (c) to profess a color-blind205 approach to racial 
interaction, and (d) to find race talk uncomfortable, anxiety provoking, and threatening.”206 
Wing Sue notes that there are two avoidance maneuvers among whites when asked to 
discuss their own race: the first is a fear of being associated with white supremacists (which 
requires at least some knowledge of racism’s association with whiteness) and the second 
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is the belief that being white, or any other race/color, is unimportant and has no bearing on 
the way one lives.207 Both maneuvers arise out of a construction of white racial identity 
that seeks to avoid differences in favor of focusing on similarities between people; 
differences are perceived as either threatening or inconsequential and should therefore be 
ignored. An underlying assumption behind white identity development is that all people 
live and work on a structurally even (fair) field and that encounters with racism are just 
that: encounters that do not extend beyond a particular moment. Wing Sue’s point in 
describing this form of racial identity development as an obstacle to racial justice is that it 
denies white people the opportunity to accept that their lives benefit from the privileges 
accrued to them from a white supremacist society, and that denial leads whites to disbelieve 
or distrust larger patterns of racialized violence and oppression perpetrated against people 
of color. If whites are conditioned to misperceive the realities of oppression that people of 
color must contend with, and remain blind to the ways that they benefit from them, then 
they will never collaborate with people of color in overturning the systems that sustain 
those oppressions.  It is therefore necessary to offer an alternative, antiracist white identity 
for white people to embody. 
 Leading white students through a process of awakening an antiracist identity 
inevitably runs into a stage of dissonance, in which feelings of guilt, depression, 
helplessness, or anxiety may arise out of the conflict between loyalty to their own REC 
group and becoming slowly aware of the ways that same group has held inconsistent views 
with the democratic values they grew up learning.208 If students are supported emotionally 
during this stage, a backslide into the conformist denial of racism can be prevented. The 
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next stage they would experience is a resistance to their own race, culture, and ethnicity 
for their role in the racial oppression of others.209 If they can be taught to hold that space 
while understanding that their own white privilege has not been resolved by their 
awakening to racism, they can avoid the “white liberal” syndrome, in which they may still 
attempt to rob people of color of their agency by being overprotective/paternalistic, or 
improperly attempting to escape their whiteness and take on the identity of another race. 
This masking of the agency of people of color, by either refusing them the opportunity to 
engage their oppressors or appropriating and benefiting from their culture without any risk 
of oppression, can each feed into the “white savior mentality” discussed previously.   
 White students will also have to struggle with how to define whiteness for 
themselves, in light of the ways it has been defined juxtaposed to the racial other. Undoing 
the supremacist definitions of whiteness will mean that white students will face the difficult 
choice of either finding ways to reform their white identities or doing away with them 
entirely and choosing to identify by other cultural monikers (such as Polish, Italian, 
American, or any other combinations they have a historical connection with). Once this is 
accomplished, white students can begin to emerge into an antiracist identity that 
understands themselves as racial and cultural beings, become aware of the sociopolitical 
dynamics of racism, appreciate diversity, and actively identify and struggle with nested 
racial fears and emotions.210 It is this identity that can support a sustained commitment to 
antiracist action that attempts to dismantle racism and ethnocentrism in their personal lives 
and the institutions they are a part of. Theological educators should familiarize ourselves 
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with pedagogical tools for both guiding their white students into an antiracist identity, and 
supporting the healthy REC identity development of their students of color. 
Intergroup dialogue is one such pedagogical tool. As a method, it encourages 
learning about diverse others through carefully constructed pedagogies of conversation and 
interaction. These dialogues shine a spotlight on difference and aim to “ensure that people 
from diverse backgrounds do interact with each other, and that they do so over a sustained 
period in a setting in which the interaction is facilitated for maximal benefit to occur.”211 
Beyond the objectives of reducing unconscious prejudice and fostering intergroup 
harmony, intergroup dialogue focuses on “critical analysis in the context of sharing stories 
about the impact of power on students’ lives [to] foster motivation to bridge differences 
and individual and collective agency.”212 The studied effects of intergroup dialogue 
directly contradict the misconception that talking openly about differences have negative 
implications for intergroup relations and should therefore be de-emphasized in intergroup 
contact.213 Instead, employing intergroup dialogue led “students to prefer a more complex 
understanding of themselves and the world around them.”214 This preference for critical 
thinking was also coupled with greater insight into how members of other groups view the 
world; increased levels of empathy with others who are different, and greater concern over 
the structures of inequality; more positive relationships with members of other groups and 
a greater appreciation of their own particular identities; a greater level of importance on 
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diversity as a value; a greater engagement with actions towards social justice; and a 
reduction in anxiety around intergroup contacts.215 
Developing a healthy intercultural identity should also be a part of the way that 
theological educators combat racism within their classrooms. One tool for doing so is the 
Intercultural Development Inventory. The inventory measures participant’s relationship to 
difference in ways that are useful for the work of antiracist identity development as well. 
The theoretical framework behind the inventory posits that people who have had exposure 
to diversity in deeper ways are able to adapt their behavior so that they can learn from those 
differences, rather than dismiss or fear them. Using an assessment, it becomes possible to 
track a person’s development along a five stage developmental scale: denial, polarization, 
minimization, acceptance, and adaptation. Each of these stages focuses on a person or 
institutions ability to adapt to cultural difference, with adaptation consisting in the ability 
to shift an individual’s cultural perspective and change behavior in authentically and 
culturally appropriate ways.216 At the level of a group or institution, an adaptation mindset 
translates to differences being value and involved.217 One study of religious leaders who 
fell within the acceptance and adaptation category showed that they were able to approach 
interreligious dialogue by “adopting a belief in relative truth, embracing a worldview that 
says they do not have a corner on truth, and committing to a practice of respectful 
dialogue.”218 Another study showed that the IDI was a valuable tool, not only for self-
reflection but for providing a “framework for the examination of department policies, 
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procedures, and curriculum design with the ultimate goal of graduating a more culturally 
competent nursing workforce to serve the greater community.”219  
This tool is helpful in exposing students to their own biases by tracking the 
discrepancy between where they perceive themselves to be on the developmental scale, 
and where the assessment instrument places them. Each of the stages can correlate to both 
majoritarian or minority identities in different ways, making it useful for the healthy racial 
and intercultural development of both white students and students of color.  
 
4.3 Peculiarities of Racial Dialogues 
 
 
U.S. society and culture also offer several road-blocks to productive discussions 
about race. Wing Sue charts five separate obstacles to these discussions and imagines ways 
to minimize their effects when engaging in discussions on racism and ethnocentrism. 
Understanding them can help theological educators to better prepare for class lessons and 
discussions on racism and ethnocentrism, and not be caught off-guard by the ways students 
may react to them. 
 
4.3.1 The Politeness Protocol 
 
 
Characterized by a reluctance to discuss topics that may be deemed offensive, this 
protocol governs the ways that racial dialogue is refused by those who fear being disliked 
by others with different opinions or perspectives, or those who do not handle interpersonal 
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conflicts well.220 Within conversations where the topic of race is introduced, the message 
this protocol passes along to white people is one steeped in the fear of being labeled a 
racist, and ostracized for it. For people of color, the politeness protocol also breeds fear, 
but it becomes a fear of seeming like the “angry person of color” in the room, which also 
diffuses productive dialogue. Those in the “denial” stage of their intercultural stage, or the 
“naivete” stage of their racial identity development, may feel especially comfortable 
resorting to the politeness protocol when asked to engage in racial dialogue, often because 
their own parents or elders would have told them it was rude to discuss racial differences. 
 
4.3.2 The Academic Protocol  
 
 
Classrooms present a specific setting that lay particular expectations on how 
dialogues should take place. Typically speaking, students come into an educational space 
expecting to be objective, rational, and intellectual, all elements that have evolved under a 
Western conception of knowing: cause and effect are expected to be linear and rationally 
determinable under categorized sets of variables. This represents a classic mind/body 
dualism in which the mind and its own abilities to reason are isolated form the body, and 
its own ability to know the world and the other. As Wing Sue notes:  
Truth seeking in Western science operates from several basic assumptions: (a) 
Empirical reality is valued over experiential reality; (b) the mode of knowing is 
accomplished through breaking down phenomena into distinct and separate units 
or objects; (c) data, facts, knowledge (truth) exist when they can be observed and 
measured via one of the five senses; and (d) universal principles are the hallmark 
of science so that cultural influences and differences are minimized. The concepts 
of separation, isolation, and even individualism in human relationships are 
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hallmarks of the Euro-American worldview and, thus, not surprisingly, are 
foundational to our educational system.221 
 
While theological education can become a space that explores emotions and promotes 
spiritual practices, my own experiences have highlighted how many classes are treated to 
a Western scientific epistemological method when addressing such topics as trinity, sin, 
salvation, grace, and a host of other ethical and systematic topics. Any discussion of race 
will, by its nature, provoke emotional responses, narratives, and fracturing of the students 
along lines of ideological familiarity and trustworthiness. For those students who can be 
described as dwelling in the “conformist” mentality, or the “polarization” stage of their 
intercultural development, it is highly likely emotional responses of anger and strong 
pushback against instructors can be expected. The academic protocol, like the politeness 
protocol, is a set of expectations along which students expect to operate. Learning through 
heated emotional exchanges, the sharing of subjective stories, and the processing of 
emotions is not something that many students are accustomed to in Western styled 
classrooms.  
 
4.3.3 Color Evasion  
 
 
Sometimes, the desire to emphasize sameness can lead to a denial of racial 
differences.222 This desire comes from a hope that emphasizing sameness will ensure that 
people of color are treated equitably: if they can be seen as “normal” then they will be 
treated accordingly. Unfortunately, this desire does not take into account the reality of 
                                                     
221 Ibid, 65. 
222 Ibid, 78. 
113 
 
systemic and institutional racial prejudice, which does privilege white people above people 
of color. Additionally, attempting to claim that such institutionalized privileges are 
accessible by people of color can lead white people to be further distrusted; the people of 
color will shut down in the conversation because they might feel they have too much to 
“teach” this person to continue. It also reinforces an understanding that people of color 
should assimilate into a system that will only grant them wealth if they support it at the 
expense not only of equality for their brothers and sisters but also of their culture and the 
ways their culture makes meaning and beauty in the world. Those inhabiting the 
intercultural development stage of minimization are most likely to resort to this evasion, 
because they truly believe that minimizing racial and cultural differences is preferable to a 
polarized ideology of racial or cultural supremacy.  
 
4.3.4 Stereotype Evasion  
 
 
Many people can directly refute explicitly prejudicial beliefs and understand that 
those beliefs are racist and ethnocentric. However, the ability to refute a narrative does not 
necessarily ensure that a person has dealt with any implicit biases they may have been 
socialized into embodying. Racism is a reality that is deeply embodied: levels of physical 
attraction or revulsion, of fear or trust, of security or anger can be displayed by people in 
interracial (and intercultural) interactions through their body language and through the 
ways their bodies react to the presence of the other (trembling, clutching, hair and skin 
poking, etc). As Wing Sue notes, research data collected through the Implicit Associations 
Test showed that implicit and explicit biases have an inverse relationship as individuals 
age, with explicit biases declining significantly, but giving way to implicit biases. Implicit 
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biases has even shown resilience to multicultural training.223 “The effects on race talk are 
highly correlated with these findings and may indicate people’s attempts to cling to 
conscious (explicit) beliefs of equality while disavowing their unconscious (implicit) 
biases.”224 Critical race theory would explain this phenomenon by showing how legal 
ideology within a system of formal legal equality would mark explicit racial narratives as 
taboo as explicit discrimination, while allowing both forms to exist implicitly. In terms of 
racial and intercultural identity formation, individuals and institutions in the minimization 
phase of the IDI might find themselves resorting to some of these evasions as a way to 
support their unconscious/implicit belief that these stereotypes are only held by extremists. 
 
4.3.5 Power Evasion 
 
 
Power evasion is a denial of any sort of privilege along the lines of race or ethnicity. 
“Further, it makes invisible the harmful impact cultural and institutional racism have upon 
people of color (psychological well-being and standard of living) and places the blame for 
their current plight upon those groups most oppressed (victim blame).”225 Those in the 
intercultural development stage of polarization might make these claims out of a sense of 
support for their preferred system of laws. Both white people and immigrants who have 
gone through processes of assimilation can respond in these ways, as can persons of color 
who have enjoyed personal prestige under the current system and are willing to blame the 
perceived cultural handicaps of their own race’s culture as the primary reason why others 
could not advance under the same system they managed to find success. In terms of 
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successful conversations about racism and ethnocentrism, this evasion is the most 
bothersome in the classroom because it forces the instructor to deal with a direct challenge 
to hard data and facts. The “fake news” myth supports this evasion particularly well, and 
can lead to not only unexamined implicit biases, but a sense of polarization and broken 
relationship in the classroom that makes it difficult to recover from, if instructors have not 
prepared properly. 
 
4.3.6 The Melting Pot Myth 
 
 
In terms of portraying itself as a welcoming and hospitably country, the melting pot 
has served as an important metaphor for how our society is made up of many cultures that 
have influenced one another. In reality, however, this metaphor has served as a mask for 
the continued political and social stratification of racial and ethnic groups across the U.S. 
Yet belief in this metaphor serves as yet another barrier to be overcome by theological 
educators hoping to address racism and ethnocentrism in their classrooms. While 
immigrants who are white (coming from European ancestry) can easily assimilate into the 
culture and (eventually) enjoy financial and political benefits (i.e. the white Cuban 
community in Miami, with outsize representation in local and national politics as compared 
to other Latinx racial-ethnic groups), immigrants who bear the mark of race in their 
appearance will experience the same prejudices and implicit forms of discrimination that 
Native Americans and African Americans have always experienced since colonization. The 
metaphor, in fact, has only ever been true for white Euro-ancestry immigrants, and serves 
as a justification for political and cultural imposition onto people of color. As Wing Sue 
notes, “The early [white] immigrants to the North American continents imposed their will 
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upon the indigenous people of the land. They had no inclination or thoughts to assimilate 
or acculturate to the customs of the American Indians.”226 
---------------- 
If theological educators learn to incorporate sessions of intergroup dialogue, 
exposure to the scholarship of people of color in the classroom, and reflective exercises on 
students’ own identity development (including such tools as the IDI and the IAT), it is 
possible for theological educators to support an antiracist identity development for their 
students that counters the “white savior mentality” with a true openness to the theological 
agency and knowledge of people of color, which demands justice, equality, and freedom 
for all. How far off are Catholic theological educators from recognizing these processes 
and employing pedagogical tools to bolster them? The research project “Pedagogical and 
Instructional Approaches to Dialogues on Racism and Ethnocentrism in Undergraduate and 
Graduate Theological Education” hoped to answer that question by drawing on the 
experience of Catholic theological educators who have attempted to wrestle with racism 
and ethnocentrism in their own classrooms. 
 
4.4 Unpacking the Interviews with Catholic Theological Educators 
 
 
The vignettes provided below come from a series of surveys and interviews 
conducted about the ways that theological educators teaching in post-secondary Catholic 
institutions have navigated discussions about racism or ethnocentrism in their 
undergraduate or graduate courses. The research study that these vignettes are based on 
used short contextual surveys and semi-structured interviews in order to test whether 
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theological education suffers from the same educational challenges surrounding racism and 
ethnocentrism found in other academic fields, to what extent it suffers from it, and whether 
or not there are any emerging problems in discussing racism and ethnocentrism within 
theological education. To that end, five theology instructors teaching undergraduate and 
graduate theology courses in Catholic institutions were surveyed and interviewed. All of 
the instructors self-identified as White and taught in predominantly white institutions 
(PWIs). The instructors were chosen from a list of participants to the 2019 Religious 
Education Association conference, whose focus was decentering white normativity. My 
hope in choosing instructors from that event was that their presence there signified both an 
interest in teaching about racism and ethnocentrism, as well as practical experience doing 
so in a Catholic college or university. The five who were chosen were the only ones to 
respond to the request for research participants, which detailed the expectation that 
participants would have experienced in teaching about racism and ethnocentrism. The five 
participants were anonymized as per the consent process from the institutional review 
board. 
The instructors were asked to reflect on one particular instance in which they 
discussed racism or ethnocentrism as a part of one of their courses. After providing 
contextual information about the racial and ethnic make-up of the students involved, 
instructors were asked to reflect on how they prepared for, navigated, and concluded this 
discussion and on whether or not they deemed it successful. As a part of that reflection, 
instructors were asked to name the emotions most resonant within themselves and the 
emotions they were able to see among the students during their discussion. Instructors were 
also asked about whether or not they included diverse racial and ethnic voices in their 
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syllabi for the course and whether or not the discussion was brought up again in another 
way at another date. The narratives surfaced by the surveys and interviews are found in the 
form of vignettes which I have included below. One of the vignettes was previously 
included as the preface to chapter 2, and I have chosen to reinclude it here verbatim.  
In collecting the data from the five research participants, I first collected survey 
responses which were meant to provide contextual information about the classroom and 
institution in which the research participants engaged in teaching about racism or 
ethnocentrism. The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format and I allowed 
the research participants to expand upon the survey questions they answered and the initial 
questions I asked during the interview. Initial questions for the interviews were drawn from 
the literature on antiracist and intercultural pedagogies described above. Additional 
questions about the particular experiences of the research participants arose naturally as 
part of the conversation. As I compiled the vignettes, I sought to focus on the major areas 
that this research focuses on: the emotional states of students (as perceived by the 
instructors) and instructors; the material covered within the lesson; the method by which 
reflection and discussion on the material was engaged; and the ways in which particular 
students engaged (or didn’t) within these discussions. The survey questions and interview 
questions are included as appendices to this work. 
Many of the perspectives of theologians of color are political because they are 
reflecting on their own lives and how God is present within them. Given the history of 
racism in the United States, its grounding in colonialist systems of economics and politics, 
and the continued ways these histories and systems have inscribed themselves onto people 
of color, is it any wonder that the theologies arising from their lives challenge these 
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realities? As a result, bringing in these perspectives into the theology classroom leads to a 
range of reactions based on the methods and approaches used by the instructors involved. 




4.4.1 Vignette 1: Touring the After-School Hip Hop Program 
 
This all-White undergraduate classroom served as a core curriculum requirement, so 
students from a variety of majors were present when the instructor informed them all that 
they would be participating in an experiential learning component: a trip to a local youth 
shelter in a “bad” part of town. At this shelter, the students were told they would see a 
group of teen hip hop artists dance and sing, and then they would be able to sit and ask 
questions about their daily lives. The goal of the exercise was to understand what it might 
feel like to be an outsider, something these white students may have never experienced, and 
to then reflect theologically on this experience using scriptures verses about hospitality to 
strangers. As the students traveled together with their instructor in a van, they crossed into 
a heavily African-American and Latinx part of town. Many students had been warned by 
others that this was not a part of town for them to visit at night.  
When the students arrived to the youth center, they were greeted warmly by the staff 
and the youth, who then performed for the students. When the performances were finished, 
everyone sat in a circle and the instructor attempted to facilitate some dialogue between 
the student and the youths. The dialogue never went beyond scratching the surface. The 
students asked questions such as: “Do you believe in God?” “How did you learn to dance 
and sing like that?” “Do any of you want to go to college?” The youths were excited about 
talking about college, didn’t really engage about their faith, and had plenty to share about 
their singing and dancing experiences. Only 2 or 3 of the students actually engaged the 
youths. The rest sat in the circle quietly and smiled. At the end of the session, the students 
piled back in the van and returned to campus to write papers about their experience. While 
the papers focused on themselves and what it felt like to be an outsider, which was what 
was assigned, the students didn’t write about the youths they encountered or ask broader 
systemic questions about the part of town they were in.  The instructor for the course 
acknowledged that this course wasn’t meant to go much deeper than that, though still felt 
frustrated about the lack of engagement at the youth center itself. 
 
In Vignette 1, students refuse to engage with the hip hop dance group and with the 
young people out of a sense of not wanting to offend or sound like an offender. Fear of 
being labeled as such leads students, especially white students, to walk along the very 
outskirts of these theologies and to engage in discussions about racism and ethnocentrism 
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in ways that allow them to escape any blame that might be aimed at themselves, their 
families, or their race. While the instructor might have encouraged the students to ask how 
the kids at the youth center felt about having these college students’ visit, it is doubtful that 
the conversation would have produced “real talk” about the racial tension in the room. The 
politeness protocol was at play in this particular vignette, and many of the students may 
have been in either the “denial” or “minimalization” stages of their intercultural 
development. Students in a more developed stage, such as “acceptance” may have probed 
deeper out of a sincere desire to learn more about what motivates the dance and the hip 




4.4.2 Vignette 2: What’s Apartheid? 
 
This classroom was also composed of majority white students and the instructor is 
white. The instructor here has asked students to reflect on the impact of internalized 
oppression for both victims and oppressors in South Africa using Desmond Tutu’s writings. 
The students, however, are completely ignorant of the apartheid period in South Africa and 
its influence on global race relations. The instructor felt frustrated for having to repeat a 
history that the students had probably encountered already in other courses. The students 
had a difficult time understanding the concept of internalized oppression, partly due to 
their lack of knowledge about systemic oppression and their inability to connect that 
knowledge to their own contexts. The instructor felt that this particular lesson should have 
been better planned for, particularly in the ways that the instructor hoped to engage 
students around their own sense of how internalized oppressor identities are active in their 
society. The instructor also places part of the blame on an inability to create an 
environment of trust and familiarity among the students so that difficult discussions like 
this can be engaged honestly and enthusiastically. The students ended up not engaging 
with the instructor or the text in the discussion. 
 
In Vignette 2, we see the compounding of this phenomenon of the politeness 
protocol across time as the students themselves lack any real sense of the reality of people 
of color, limiting the conversation to discussions of the very basics so that the theologies 
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analyzed remain only superficially engaged. While any number of evasions could have 
been at play in this vignette, the one that seems most apparent is the “academic protocol”. 
Students are focused on learning about the particular historical details and contexts of 
apartheid South Africa rather than the processes of the internalization of oppression, which 
has deep applicability to the U.S. context. By intellectualizing the content, and drawing the 
focus to the experience, the lesson failed to engage the lives of the students themselves, or 
ask them to reflect on how their own culture is internalized in different ways along the 
color line. 
 
4.4.3 Vignette 3: Trouble with Womanism 
 
        In a Catholic university, a discussion took place in an undergraduate theology 
classroom that was mostly white but had a sizeable minority of students of color. The 
instructor, who is also white, wanted to engage the students in reflecting on womanist 
Christology as an example of liberation theologies active in the U.S. Several of the white 
students in the class claimed they felt that Black images of God both physically and 
culturally excluded their own lives and reality. While the instructor wanted to point to the 
question of how the body of Christ can be co-opted into a Black body in the U.S., some of 
the white students were unable to engage in the systemic analysis of race and violence that 
such an image provokes because they were unable to accept the veracity of the social 
critiques these theologies made. They openly expressed their distaste for the subject being 
addressed, criticizing the instructor for attempting to turn the religious into the political.  
        When other students, including other white students, attempted to point out that their 
resistance to viewing Jesus as a person of color making a political statement may be based 
in their own privilege, the white students in question responded by pointing out the ways 
that they felt attacked and that they are the ones who are incapable of being represented 
equally. The students of color in the room had visceral reactions to these statements and 
while a few did decide to interject with stories about their own experience with racism, 
several decided that it would be best if they did not participate. The instructor felt caught 
off guard and left the discussion dissatisfied for not being able to address the learning 
goals for the day. Despite the fact that the instructor had racial aggression de-escalation 
training, its use in the classroom setting was not something the instructor felt prepared for, 
nor was it foreseen as an accompaniment to the learning goal and content for the day. The 
instructor felt inadequate to the task, caught off-guard by the students’ push back, and 




In Vignette 3, students push back out of a sense of self-defense. The white students 
feel unjustly characterized as racial oppressors and the students of color feel that there is 
nothing they can do to make themselves heard. In both of these instances, thoughtful 
discussion gets shut down and anger prevents any real understanding of the theologians 
discussed from taking shape. The IDI mindset that mattered the most in this discussion was 
that of “polarization”. The white students in the discussion relied on both power and color 
evasions as they tried to create a possibility that they themselves were victims of reverse 
racial bias, and were being silenced. Other white students in the room appeared to be 
operating out of a different sense of polarization, one that produces guilt and anger towards 
their own culture for its role in the racial oppression of people of color. The emotional 
weight of the discussion prevented any sort of discussion taking place beyond polarization. 
It is clear that the students of color responded in different ways as well: those who 
responded through silence may have been operating out of a sense of minimalization, 
which some people of color resort to out of a sense of safety for their persons during 
encounters such as these, while those who “talked back” did so at the risk of appearing like 
the “angry person of color” in the room and facing whatever risk of proving that stereotype 
true in order to speak truth to the moment. It is also possible that the students of color who 
chose not to respond were frustrated by the emotional and intellectual load they would have 
to carry within the discussion. 
 
4.4.4 Vignette 4: Letter from a Birmingham Jail meets the Oscars 
and the NFL 
 
This classroom discussion took place in a mostly white classroom with a small number 
of students of color present in the discussion. The instructor, who self-identifies as white, 
had the class engage in a close reading of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter 
from a Birmingham Jail” as a way to shift the understanding of racism from an individual 
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sin to a systemic sin. The conversation eventually turned to the debate on professional 
football player Colin Kaepernick’s protesting of police violence against people of color 
during the national anthem played at the beginning of each game. The students had strong 
opinions about this, particularly the Black students in the classroom who were themselves 
football players for the school. While everyone agreed that the protests were about police 
violence, debate sprung up about whether or not the national anthem was the best time for 
the protest to take place. Turning back to the “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, the 
instructor asked whether there was a right way or a wrong way to protest injustice. The 
Black football players believed very strongly that Colin Kaepernick’s actions were linked 
to what Dr. King was espousing in his letter, while some of the white students believed that 
football was primarily entertainment and shouldn’t be made political. Notably, no one was 
willing to say that the other side was wrong, and the instructor noted how both sides 
continued to exist in tension with one another. 
Eventually, the conversation shifted to the #OscarsSoWhite hashtag, and the students 
all felt more comfortable discussing the lack of affirmation of people of color within the 
awards ceremony. The instructor noted how this second conversation helped to 
depersonalize the discussion away from the experience of the football players in the room. 
The students all agreed that systemic pressures helped to perpetuate harmful stereotypes 
about people of color through their lack of creative representation at the awards ceremony. 
A correlation to how those stereotypes contribute to police violence was not made. The 
instructor noted throughout the discussion a feeling of inadequacy to the project at hand: 
as a white person, the instructor felt safer relying on the voices of color in the texts analyzed 
in class, but noted that only two such texts existed on the reading list. The instructor felt 
that there were little options for re-engaging with the topic without those texts present, 
mostly out of a fear of inadequacy at getting the perspectives “right” about discussing how 
any particular issue touched the lives of people of color. 
 
In Vignette 4, we see a clear playing out of the “power evasion”, as students argue 
about whether or not police violence against people of color is racist or warranted by the 
behavior of people of color. The discussion about football players kneeling during the 
national anthem, a protest that is about police brutality and violence but has been narrated 
by those on the right as a challenge to a patriotic symbol, also represents a challenge to the 
melting pot myth. The challenge represents a refusal to assimilate to the national symbols 
that support the social contracts and legal structures that those who defend the myth believe 
are fair and just. This challenge to power and mythology caused the tension and 
disagreement in the vignette.  
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It is also important to understand what held the conversation when it went well: 
discussing cultural representation and the systemic ways that narratives of inferiority are 
challenged by positive representation appeals to more of the students in the room because 
it challenges narratives that can be construed as explicitly racist depictions. Socially, the 
effects of formal legal equality have given permission to challenge explicitly racist 
narratives and discrimination. If theological educators can leverage these moments to help 
students understand how these narratives perpetuate implicit biases, then conversations 
about police brutality can be supported by understanding the role of implicit biases within 
those situations.  
 
4.4.5 Vignette 5: Successfully Moving Beyond a Black-White Binary 
 
This discussion took place in a mostly white graduate theology classroom with a 
large, though still in the minority, representation of Latinx and Asian students. The first 
class of the year, the students were asked to reflect on an article by Courtney Goto227 on 
moving beyond the black-white binary in the United States. The instructor wanted the 
students to discuss racial justice in a way that allows them multiple perspectives to 
understand their own racial positioning, particularly what the framework highlights about 
race, and what it makes invisible. The instructor wanted students to understand racial 
complexity from various contexts and to have a tool to talk about racism from the 
perspectives of the diverse students in the room. One of the lead contributors in the 
discussion was a Latinx student who came from a majority Latinx part of the country. One 
other student in the class, an international student from Asia who did not know many other 
students in the class, was able to make observations and contributions in the framework, 
which pleasantly surprised the instructor. The framework also allowed white students to 
engage productively because of the way Goto wrote the article: it wasn’t immediately 
blaming anybody but asking people to reframe the discussion from multiple perspectives. 
The instructor thought the conversation was really good because it highlighted the 
complexity of issues of justice, and equipped students with a tool to analyze any particular 
context they might find themselves in the future.  
The discussion was instructor led and introduced. The article was introduced in the 
classroom. The question was: how does the black-white binary deal with non-whites and 
non-blacks, that is, Asian, Latinx, Native American communities. The students found it 
helpful in unpacking racism. The instructor had no sense of anyone being uncomfortable, 
and had a few students comment on how exciting and engaging the conversation was. The 
                                                     
227 The same article commented upon in this chapter. 
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most active voices in the room were the Latinx voices. The instructor acknowledged that 
one of the biggest challenges in these discussions is to get white students to talk about it 
without it becoming a moral discourse, and the instructor felt this tool was helpful to 
accomplish this. The instructor will use these tools in various other classes because of the 
success of the exercise. The instructor modelled the discussion by sharing how the 
instructor’s own context was understood using the tools. The instructor operated out of the 
belief that issues of justice that remain as big sweeping issues do not get the conversation 
going. Allowing the contexts of the students to analyze how the big justice issues affect 
their own lives and the lives of others leads to better analysis by pointing to solutions that 
actually fix things within those contexts. The instructor was very gratified and excited that 
the students engaged the material so productively, especially on day one of the course. 
Other years, the instructor used Peggy McIntosh’s work, which was less productive to the 
conversation because it was functioning on a black-white binary. The discussion was 
brought up again in various ways throughout the course, because race was a theme that 
was used throughout the course. 
 
Only in Vignette 5 do we see students thoughtfully engaging around a framework 
that allows them to see the problems of racism and ethnocentrism from multiple 
perspectives. The students here are most able to engage the material, understand why it 
matters, and seem prepared to use these tools in whatever context they might find 
themselves in the future. They felt comfortable sharing about their own identities from 
multiple perspectives, and it was clear that the tools they used to do so was able to hold a 
lot of the emotional weight of the task. Further, by complexifying the students’ own 
understanding of their identities as hybrid, and the multiple ways that hybridity interacts 
with others racially and culturally, students were able to “believe” the voices of color in 
the room when they discussed their own experiences with racism and ethnocentrism. 
Where the exercise fell short, perhaps because of the stated learning objectives for the 
lesson, was in helping the students to understand how they are also bearers of implicit 





Throughout the vignettes, two incidents stood out as unique to theological 
education, in as far as they are not discussed in Sue’s typologies: the first, in Vignette 3, 
has to do with the ways that the instructor did not expect students to shift from post-modern 
views of context to internalized and personalized views of their identities.  Within the 
discipline of theology, post-modernity has shifted the understanding of theology from 
universal truths to reflections on particular realities. This academic shift is one that the 
students seemed to respond well to, but the instructor did not predict that the shift would 
also bring debates about identity along for the ride. Some of the white students in the class 
were clearly unable or unwilling to engage in scholarly reflection on God from a womanist 
perspective and pushed back on the validity of those perspectives. While these white 
students were correct in pointing out that their experience was different from African-
American women, they were unable to internalize how womanist images of God might be 
useful for their own ideas about faith, justice, and God.  
The second unique point not found in the literature occurred in Vignette 5, the most 
successful example, because of the ways that tools for perspective taking were provided. 
While such tools would probably have worked well in other subject areas, they were 
employed to great effect in a graduate level theology course and allowed students to shift 
into other ways of seeing one another and of understanding racism as a concept outside of 
what is the traditional binary in the U.S. Notably, this method did not ask students to reflect 
on their own experiences or on the emotions surrounding them, instead asking them to look 
through new lenses. This tool is congruent with the tasks that someone in the “adaptation” 
phase of the intercultural development continuum would be able to perform, as that phase 
asks students to judge a culture’s behavior and morality from the categories and priorities 
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of that culture. This exercise therefore serves as an excellent bridging exercise to the 
practical aspects of that mindset. 
 
4.5 Looking forward… 
 
 
Looking at these vignettes allows us to make clear the problem: many theology 
instructors, while cognizant of the ways that theologians of color address their own realities 
of racial and ethnic oppression, are ill-equipped with navigating how these realities are 
discussed in their own classrooms. Fear of being found to either be complicit in those biases 
or to misrepresent the experiences of students of color are also a problem, and demonstrate 
that theological educators must investigate and model how we deal with implicit bias, 
racism, and ethnocentrism in our lives and in the institutions we belong to. It is also clear 
that discussions on racism and ethnocentrism should not take place within the context of a 
single lesson or two. As Vignette 2 showed, theological educators cannot presume that 
students are familiar enough with the historical development of racism and ethnocentrism 
to engage in discussions from that knowledge base. In order for these discussions to go 
well, theological educators must be committed to creating a space for an antiracist 
theological anthropology to guide the entirety of the learning enterprise. Students must feel 
comfortable, free, and valued as they enter into these discussions as much as they must 
understand the systemic and cultural natures of racism and ethnocentrism. In the final 
chapter, the pillars for how to accomplish such a task will be laid out, with the hope that 
theological educators will be able to use them to train future leaders in society and in 








As the previous chapters have shown, the early 21st century has so far seen a radical 
increase in white supremacist and nationalist narratives, and their further 
institutionalization in the policies of the Trump administration. These narratives make it 
more difficult for theological educators to do their job: to hand down a tradition that teaches 
that all people are equal, and that the image of God that we are all created in finds 
fulfillment in the diversity of the human race. The imago Dei is more than a doctrine about 
dignity: it is a doctrine of responsibility to our own created nature that demands a response 
that honors and protects the freedom, community, diversity, and hybridity of all humanity 
in solidary ways. Theological educators have a responsibility to form future ministers 
within this theological anthropology, so that they can go on to form their ministries with 
this same anthropology in mind. In order for Catholic theological educators to resist the 
challenges to this vision of the imago Dei, the historical tradition of the “white savior 
mentality” within Catholic theological education must also be resisted. Choosing not to 
resist this centering of white theological scholarship and reflection as a grounds for the 
formation of ministers, lay and ordained, translates into a tacit denial of our responsibility 
to resist the racism and ethnocentrism that threatens the lives of people of color in the 
United States, and the sanctity of what it means to be created in God’s image and likeness. 
As we have seen, the white savior mentality within Catholic theological education, 
which traces its roots to the project of colonialism, has affected how Catholics have 
engaged with the histories of racism and ethnocentrism in the United States. Support for 
antiracist initiatives and movements by those who were trained by Catholic theological 
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educators has been inconsistent: while many priests and bishops frowned at the institutions 
of slavery and Jim Crow, many of those same priests and bishops expressed support for 
segregation and, to various extents supported the system of slavery and Jim Crow while 
advocating for better treatment of slaves and, later, freed people of color. Their desire to 
support the “dignity” of people of color while also supporting unjust systems stemmed 
from a view of the created nature of humanity that located dignity in the rational intellect 
of the mind and focused more on the salvation of the soul than the equal agency of all 
persons. It becomes necessary, therefore, to move beyond a respect of “dignity” and 
towards a more concrete set of practices and ideals for supporting the imago Dei within 
theological education. The racial assaults on the humanity of people of color demand an 
antiracist movement within Catholic theological education that forms ministers into agents 
of change within whatever ministerial context they find themselves. 
Theological educators in the U.S. can focus on several core pedagogical pillars if 
they wish to make their classrooms into intercultural, antiracist spaces that can form 
intercultural, antiracist ministers. These pillars require that educators first look to 
investigating their own histories with racism and ethnocentrism and with identifying any 
biases or traumas that are a result of those histories. Ideally, students should be led through 
this journey by someone who has already begun it themselves so that it can be modeled 
appropriately. Yet given the reality of many theological educators own lack of engagement 
with their implicit biases, it is important that educators who seek to use these pillars at least 
be willing to enter into it themselves. Knowing that these pedagogical pillars must stem 
from this sense of authenticity, theological educators can ensure that each pillar is 
supported by appropriate tools and strategies. The following section fleshes out these 
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pillars, takes a look at what some of those tools and strategies might be, and proposes how 
the proper environment for them could be constructed and supported. 
 Attempting to provide a model for antiracist theological education is a tricky thing. 
Models have to respond to the particularities and intricacies of a situation, and the students 
that theological educators must train vary considerably in age, race, gender, and ethnicity. 
By providing theoretical pillars for antiracist theological education, it is hopeful that a solid 
foundation is established upon which multiple models can be built. These pillars should be 
engaged critically, keeping in mind how the variety of hybrid identities present are centered 
and decentered within whatever pedagogies or curricula are built upon this foundation. It 
would be inappropriate, for example, to develop a model from these pillars that focuses 
solely on the theological education of white students, especially given the demographic 





 Racial-Ethnic-Cultural (REC) identities are constructed from various components. 
Narratives are an important part of these constructions: the narratives that are handed down 
by the dominant society shape the ways that REC identities construct themselves, and a 
community’s access to alternative narratives, or narratives of resistance, to inscriptions of 
inferiority or danger are also of importance. These narratives help to shape the self-identity 
of different REC groups and further influence the ways particular REC groups view others. 
It is important to highlight the various ways and environments that identities get formed 




 Identities are always shaped in community. As has been shown, it is these 
communities that hand down the narratives that form, as Pierre Bourdieu discusses, any 
particular habitus as well as its accompanying hexis corporeal.228 The habitus places a 
sense of the other into one’s consciousness that manifests within our bodily reactions 
(hexis) to the other. That bodily reaction is further read by the REC other in subtle ways 
that reinforce the cultural narratives handed down in the other’s habitus as well, reinforcing 
cycles of stereotype threat for that person. In his book Whistling Vivaldi, sociologist Claude 
Steele recounts how Brent Staples, a columnist for the New York Times, felt when walking 
down the streets of Chicago’s affluent Hyde Park neighborhood: 
I became an expert in the language of fear. Couples locked arms or reached for each 
other’s hands when they saw me. Some crossed to the other side of the street. People 
who were carrying on conversations went mute and stared straight ahead, as though 
avoiding my eyes would save them… I’d been a fool. I’d been walking the streets 
grinning good evening at people who were frightened to death of me. I did violence 
to them by just being. How had I missed this…I tried to be innocuous but didn’t 
know how… I began to avoid people. I turned out of my way into side streets to 
spare them the sense that they were being stalked… Out of nervousness I began to 
whistle and discovered I was good at it. My whistle was pure and sweet – and also 
in tune. On the street at night I whistled popular tunes from the Beatles and 
Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. The tension drained from people’s bodies when they heard 
me. A few even smiled as they passed me in the dark.229  
 
Steele named his book on stereotype threats Whistling Vivaldi because of Staples’ story, 
but it should not be lost to us that prior to finding a suitable solution, Staples (and other 
people of color in his position) had to learn how other people’s bodies recounted the 
narratives they had heard about young African American males, even if their mouths 
remained shut. 
                                                     
228 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Praxis, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1977): 93. 
229 Brent Staples, “Black Men in Public Space,” Harper’s Magazine, December 1986, quoted in Steele, 
Whistling Vivaldi, 6. 
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Catholic theological educators must ask how we are constructing our communities 
in the classroom, and in particular how those constructions allow students to interrogate 
their reactions, bodily and verbal, conscious and unconscious, habitus and hexis corporeal 
to assumptions about racial and cultural others. Practically, these classroom communities 
must allow for “troth”, in the way that Parker Palmer uses the term: a commitment to 
welcoming and engaging the wholeness of each person within the community. Gregory 
Ellison, a leader in pastoral care and counseling, offers some insights into the importance 
of such communities for the work of difficult dialogues through his own work in Fearless 
Dialogues:  
Centuries ago, individuals and communities inscribed sacred bonds with each other 
by declaring a troth. The Old English word “troth” is an ancient vow where persons 
or communities entered a covenant to engage in a mutually accountable and 
transforming relationship. These solemn promises forged relationships of trust and 
faith in the face of unknowable risks. Our troth [within the Fearless Dialogues, 
which sought to bring people of varying communities in conflict into a space of 
encounter] was simple. We covenanted to train our eyes to see individuals and 
communities hidden in plain view. We vowed to attune our ears to hear the muted 
who scream from the shadows. During our training and attunement, we pledged to 
remain a community and to address any rising discord in our group with courage 
and humility. This troth would illumine our way and guide our actions.230 
 
Such a commitment within the theological education classroom (and within institutions of 
theological education) would go far in helping to develop a space where commitment to 
each other’s truth can be practiced. 
 Additionally, as identities are explored, it is important to highlight the diversity of 
sameness that is embodied in everyone, especially within a socio-cultural bodily 
hermeneutic. Everyone comes from diverse cultural heritages whose histories of migration 
and intermixing can be traced with a little effort. Antiracist development theory points to 
                                                     
230 Gregory Ellison, Fearless Dialogues: A New Movement for Justice, Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press (2017): 2-3. 
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how the realization of this diversity of sameness is important for breaking down 
supremacist narratives: by complicating everyone’s identity, it becomes possible to point 
to the lie of racial, ethnic, and cultural purity inherent within these narratives.231 From a 
socio-cultural perspective, the hybridity that each of us embodies is placed on a sliding 
scale in terms of how we either collaborate in/benefit from the oppression of others, or are 
victims of that oppression. Intersectionality as a concept highlights the ways that particular 
combinations of identities are advantaged or disadvantaged in various ways. What the 
realities of intersectionality also point to is the ability to identify how any of us can embody 
“coalitions of one” pointing to the many avenues for solidarity with others that might share 
in the oppression of one of our particular identities, and building empathy for those who 
also suffer but with whom we might not share any similarities.232 
 Creating a community of troth for our own identities is impossible without the 
honesty that true freedom brings to a community. This freedom is the next of our pillars 
for antiracist and intercultural theological education. As we begin to explore the conceptual 
outlines of this pillar, we must ask ourselves in what ways we have felt our own freedom 
(and honesty) impinged by the strictures of academic spaces? Such a self-realization is an 
important link to understanding how any one’s particular identity is centered or 
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 Freedom and agency are interrelated. Scripture describes freedom as an ability to 
do/create/perform the reign of God through love, rather than merely a freedom from 
bondage.233 What the white savior mentality has hampered is precisely this sort of freedom: 
while formal legal equality has done much to enforce a freedom from discrimination, 
theological education still has quite a ways to go in terms of honoring the theological 
agency of its students of color. Centering the theological scholarship of people of color is 
an important part of honoring that agency. Further, in terms of being free to love and to 
work for justice and the reign of God, those white students who succumb to narratives of 
superiority themselves lack the freedom to love the other as themselves. All students stand 
to benefit from the gifts of these insights, because all students inevitably share some part 
of the story from which these insights arise.  
 In addition to an epistemological freedom, it is important that those students of 
color who are living within systems that endanger their lives and well-being be given the 
opportunity to not only theologize from those experiences, but seek a just termination of 
those systems. Many of the reflections from theological scholars of color call for an end to 
those oppressive systems, yet they increasingly bump up into resistances, either from their 
fellow students or from the institutions furnishing their education. In order to develop a 
theological education truly concerned with freedom, these resistances must be addressed. 
The lived reality of many students of color are plagued with difficulties, either from 
poverty, from racial-ethnic-cultural exclusion, or from the particular intersectional 
oppressions that any number of hybrid identities experience. In order to facilitate the 
imagining of a world without these hurdles to survival and thrival, it is necessary for 
                                                     
233 Galatians 5:13. 
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institutes of theological education to support students of color in particular, and by 
extension all students experiencing difficulties more broadly, through ecologies of freedom 
from hunger, housing insecurity, and healthcare. The work being done at Arrupe College, 
as an institute of Catholic higher education, is an excellent example of how creating 
ecologies of support can go hand in hand with antiracist and intercultural pedagogies to 
generate true equity and freedom among all students.234 They have dedicated themselves 
to enacting structures of institutional support (from the Cristo Rey schooling models) that 
provide minority and low-income students with the tools and identity to bridge them 
successfully into higher education.  
 Freedom from biases and from the effects that biases bring to classroom discussions 
is also an important element of antiracist and intercultural pedagogy, though one that is 
difficult to achieve. Biases do not disappear with the right container or with the right 
conversation, but if freedom can be defined as the ability to do something that was 
impossible to do previous to those conversations, that is, to recognize the existence of those 
biases and to name the effects that they have on any particular conversation, then it is an 
act of freedom to follow through on anti-bias pedagogies and to inculcate a hermeneutic 
among students and faculty that allows them to put their own assumptions and the cultural 
narratives they rely on under suspicion. 
 
5.3 Reflection on Bias 
 
 
                                                     
234 For additional information, see Come to Believe: How Jesuits are Reinventing Education (Again) by 
Stephen N. Katsouros, current president of Arrupe College at Loyola University Chicago. 
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 As laid out in the previous chapter, the development of a healthy racial and 
intercultural identity cannot occur without reflecting on how cultural biases have become 
embodied in students and communities. Biases are one of the most important barriers to 
engage within the classroom because the experiences of people of color that often serve as 
the foci for their theological scholarship are too often either disregarded or challenged by 
the dominant society. While formal legal equality has protected some forms of 
discrimination, it has also allowed for a legal ideology that imagines a post-racist U.S. It is 
this imagination of a post-racist U.S. that leads some students to believe the playing field 
has been leveled, and any difficulties that people of color experience become written off 
as problems with their culture, their individual behavior, or as an unfortunate encounter 
with an overtly racist individual. These arguments in favor of the status quo mask the 
systemic failures to address racism and ethnocentrism in society, culture, economy, and 
politics. In addition, as discussed previously, theological education has to wrestle with the 
“white savior mentality” that has become a part of its tradition in the United States. In the 
realm of bias, this mentality gets handed down to our students and (potentially) internalized 
as either a sense of superiority or inferiority. Further, the “white savior mentality” is ill-
equipped to address the ways that racism operates within a post-segregation society. To act 
for the freedom of people of color while excluding or marginalizing their voice and agency 
from this action only retrenches the power dynamics that keep people of color from 
realizing their own freedom.  
 It is possible, given the tools that anti-bias pedagogies provide, for students to put 
themselves in touch with how these biases operate within their bodies, their worldviews, 
and with the histories behind these biased narratives. An embodied theory of racism 
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(combining insights from Franz Fanon, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, M. Shawn Copeland, and 
Pierre Bourdieu) points to ways in which students can reflect on their previous encounters 
with people of different racial-ethnic-cultural identities through the lens of their embodied 
reactions to those encounters, thereby helping to reveal how racist narratives operate.235 It 
is further possible to use tools such as the Intercultural Identity Inventory, the Implicit 
Associations Test, and others to hold a mirror up to students, reflecting back on a more 
objective basis how their ideas about racial-ethnic-cultural others compare to broader 
spectrums of racial/intercultural identity development. While such tools are imperfect, they 
nevertheless serve as a gateway into problematizing students’ own sense of their racial-
ethnic-cultural biases. Setting this foundation is of utmost importance if the imago Dei is 
to be taught in its fullest sense within an especially racially polarized time. 
 
5.4 Solidarity as Praxis 
 
 
 When we are educating our students, we must always ask to what end the education 
will serve. If we are to engage in an intercultural and antiracist project within theological 
education, that end must always be one of interracial/intercultural solidarity. If the 
theological reflection and scholarship of people of color are to mean anything within 
theological education, they must call forth solidarity with the communities they arise from. 
To that end, there are practices of solidarity that we as educators can become familiar with, 
including participatory action research, community organizing, and schemas for 
assignments and grading that take into account the ways that the world outside the 
                                                     
235 I led such an exercise in Colleen Griffith’s “Theological Anthropology and the Body” course in the 
Spring of 2019 at Boston College’s School of Theology and Ministry. The students responded 
enthusiastically and reported it was the best lecture on anti-racism they had experienced at the STM. 
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classroom (whether it is immigration raids, incidents of racist violence, stereotype threats, 
or the realities of racialized poverty) impinges on students’ ability to learn. In addition to 
our teaching practices, it is important that students realize their own potential for solidarity 
across varieties of communities. Engaging students in service-learning and getting them 
involved in community action projects are just as important as helping them to understand 
the ways that racism, ethnocentrism, and other social sins lie at the root causes of many of 
the ills our society faces today. Helping students to understand how their own lives are 
impacted by these social sins, either in ways that make them culpable or that highlight the 
roots of their own oppression, can inoculate them against the ways that broader cultural 
narratives might highjack attempts towards solidarity, morphing them into relationships 
that retrench these sins.  
 As theological education so often serves to form ministers, students should also be 
trained in ways of doing theology and ministry that are inherently solidary. Doing theology 
and ministry en conjunto, theologizing as a community rather than as individuals, as many 
Latinx theologians do today, is an important method for students to claim for their 
repertoires for ministry. Being willing to look at the theological expressions of 
communities of color that stray from traditional theology into the realm of the poetic and 
artistic is also important for working in solidarity with these communities. The work being 
done by the ARC (Arts, Religion, Culture) group is an excellent example of how theo-
poetics as a field gives voice to those who feel marginalized in new and important ways.236 
To that end, being willing to engage in forms of liturgy and popular religiosity that connects 
with the daily life (lo cotidiano) of people of color and those most in need allows ministers 
                                                     
236 “What do people mean by theo-poetics?”, ARC, https://artsreligionculture.org/definitions 
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and clergy to learn how to walk with people of color, as well as to take seriously the 
religious expressions occurring in these extra-ecclesial places. 
 
5.5 The Pillars in Practice 
 
 
 The four pillars described above provide a roadmap for theological educators to 
plan for constructive lessons and conversations about race, ethnicity, and culture. Keeping 
the pillars in mind can also help theological educators to respond to the ever changing flow 
of how these lessons and conversations move, even in the best planned scenarios. The 
vignettes described in the chapters above prove instructive for showcasing how these 
pillars might operate in particular scenarios. While it is impossible to travel back to the 
instances that the vignettes portray, it is possible to learn from mistakes made and 
opportunities missed by applying the above pillars as a foundational theory upon which to 
build from. A corrective analysis of each vignette utilizing the four pillars presented above 
will illustrate the practices that these pillars point to in different scenarios. 
 
5.5.1 Vignette 1: Touring the After-School Hip Hop Program 
 
 
 The students visiting the youth shelter could have been better prepared to engage 
with the youth if they had spent time focusing on their own sense of identity and how 
different aspects of their identity compare and contrast with others. Exercises such as 
having them map out the various hybridities they embody (sex, gender, ability, color, 
ethnicity, language, etc.) could have helped them connect to their own “coalition of one” 
that they could have drawn from in their encounter with the youth. In addition, having the 
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students tap into a bodily hermeneutic of encounter across racial, cultural, and ethnic 
differences might have put them in touch with how they chose to move and interact in the 
space the youth controlled. Being aware of silence, posture, and the grouping of bodies 
could have encouraged the students to try stepping into new bodily experiences with the 
youth.  
 The students could have also been nurtured in their sense of freedom to think and 
read differently prior to their encounter with the youths. They could have read theological 
reflections from scholars that give voice to that population as a way to prepare for 
conversation with what matters most in the lives of the youth. They could also have been 
invited to share what they felt about stepping into a space prior to going on the trip: naming 
a fear or anxiety is an important first step to breaking free from it. They could also have 
been encouraged to name how they felt about rap/hip-hop, how they’ve interacted with 
youth before and how they might choose to do so during the encounter. Naming 
expectations in any endeavor is an important part of achieving them. 
 It would have been important for students to spend some time naming the cultural 
narratives that exist about youth-of-color, about rap and hip hop, and about the 
neighborhood they were heading into. The instructor could have presented alternative 
narratives to counter any negative stereotypes the students might have come across, as well 
as used one of the tools described above (such as the Implicit Associations Test), to 
determine how they’ve internalized many of the stereotypical narratives about the youth 
they would encounter. 
 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, preparing the students to understand how 
they might stand in solidarity with the youth they would encounter, both during and after 
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the trip, could have helped to bridge the gap in conversation. Understanding what the youth 
face in their daily lives, in their community, and any obstacles for their future survival and 
thrival could have encouraged the students to consider ways that they might engage in 
campaigns and action to create a world where the youth felt like they belonged. To ask 
students to engage with a population that is on the other end of the power dynamic and 
then neglect to consider their daily lives and experiences does not promote solidarity and 
can be considered a mistreatment of the image of God those youth represent. 
 
5.5.2 Vignette 2: What’s Apartheid? 
 
 
 The instructor in this vignette had good intentions, but did not see the need to couch 
this one lesson on internalized oppression within a broader framework of engagement with 
the students. The students could have benefitted from understanding the ways that 
oppressive racial, ethnic, and cultural narratives operate in the United States and how 
different groups have internalized those narratives historically. Beyond reviewing what 
apartheid in South Africa was, the students could have also entered into conversation with 
each other about the ways that they view their own selves, bodily, culturally, etc., and about 
the forces that perpetuate those views and the reasons they do so.  
To do this sort of self-reflection, students would have to break out of the academic 
protocol and begin to discuss their personal lives and communities. What this vignette 
highlights is the importance of doing that work early on: as theological educators, we need 
to anticipate the discussions that will spark resistance from the internalized narratives in 
our students and build a community of freedom that can support relationships of troth. 
These relationships allow for honesty that is not defensive, and establishing communal 
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ground rules (as well as modeling and rewarding that behavior among students) from the 
beginning of a course is an important piece of that work. In addition, lessons that seek to 
have students reflect on particular historical circumstances should be scaffolded across 
units of instruction, so that they do not appear out of the blue. It is a common truth that 
theological educators must contend with a variety of learning outcomes build into their 
courses by core curricular requirements and expectations, yet these outcomes should not 
get in the way of effective teaching and learning. Establishing the classroom as a 
community of freedom can benefit students throughout the entirety of a course, even 
beyond difficult conversations about race, ethnicity, and culture. 
The cultural biases that students explore together during a lesson on South African 
apartheid and the writings of Desmond Tutu can help to move them along their own healthy 
antiracist developmental trajectory. As Vignette 4 explores, it is often easier for students 
to discuss racial-ethnic-cultural issues that are a step or two removed from their own 
experiences. Understanding the REC developmental stages operative among different 
groups in South Africa at that time can serve as a reflexive mirror for students to understand 
their own development. Further, by beginning with a look at themselves from a distance, 
students who are in different racial-cultural-ethnic developmental stages can bridge 
themselves to the next at their own pace, guided in this instance by both historical reflection 
and the modelling that other students in a further developmental stage perform. 
An additional benefit of using a historical example is that programs and campaigns 
for solidarity within those contexts can be explored with an eye towards what solidarity 
with oppressed REC groups looks like today. Rather than rely on these examples as models, 
students can be guided through the understanding underlying patterns and commitments 
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across solidarity movements of the time, and use them to develop their own theories of 
change to guide them to solidarity groups drawing from those theories in the present.  
 
5.5.3 Vignette 3: Trouble with Womanism 
 
 
 The students in this vignette that posed the biggest problem to constructive 
discussion were those that felt most attacked by the course material.  They could have 
benefitted from a greater engagement with the “diversity of differences” within their own 
racial group, and by understanding their own identities as hybrid, and therefore capable of 
being in multiple relationships to power and oppression. Such exercises allow students to 
complicate their own sense of themselves, so that a single narrative of dominance or 
marginalization does not take center place within the narrative construction of who they 
are and where they come from. The key to their engaging with a womanist Christology 
(and imago Dei), is to understand that even though the theological construction and ethical 
principles derived from them arise from a particular contextual experience, the benefits 
accrued travel beyond the context from which they were given birth. A womanist 
Christology that calls for solidarity, freedom, and hope can inspire even white male 
students to the same, if they can find a home within the story of liberation that such a 
Christology summons.  
 A classroom where students were asked to be open about themselves and their 
histories could have also helped to create an environment of freedom and troth, where 
everyone was committed to helping each other grow. While the theologies of people of 
color were put on center stage in this vignette, the push-back that the instructor received is 
indicative of the importance of buttressing the teaching of theologies of people of color 
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with identity and bias work. Freedom in this instance does not mean putting womanist 
Christology at the center of a discussion that leads nowhere. Freedom should lead to 
creative, constructive, and life-giving moments and instructors should anticipate that the 
moments will not arise out of a single discussion, but rather out of a way of being in the 
classroom that supports troth, builds towards a healthy identity development, and gives 
students the tools to interrogate their own biases. 
What the two white students at the center of the vignette couldn’t see was their own 
furthering of racist tropes, particularly those of reverse-racism and white cultural genocide. 
If students were given the language to understand these tropes for what they are, and to 
remind each other of similar historical incidents, then they could have used these tools to 
look deeper within themselves and correctly identify moments where their own 
epistemologies and biases were operative in racist ways. Intergroup dialogue pedagogies 
and the intercultural development inventory both provide such language and are designed 
to make discussions such as these easier to decipher in the moment. 
 Solidarity in this vignette is a pivotal part of understanding womanist Christology, 
and was directly challenged by the discussion that took place. This highlights the broader 
importance of using antiracist pedagogical pillars in theological education: what is at stake 
is the ability of students to appreciate that people of different REC identities are also 
created in the image and likeness of God, and the demands of justice include a commitment 
to solidarity with them. Solidarity, as discussed, is about a commitment to working with 
the oppressed to undo the systems that oppressed them, and to ensure that they belong 




5.5.4 Vignette 4: Letter from a Birmingham Jail meets the Oscars 
and the NFL 
 
 
 This vignette is an interesting study in the ways that depersonalization works to 
facilitate difficult discussions, but only to a certain extent. The lesson went badly during 
the discussion on Colin Kaepernick’s kneeling during the national anthem, an affront to 
those who hold a religious devotion to national symbols and to those who are in the grips 
of a legal ideology that requires a nearly infallible view of law enforcement. Students here 
could have benefitted from an extended discussion on their biases, specifically in regards 
to white privilege and law enforcement. With Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail in the background, the adverse impacts of civil disobedience (if 
Kaepernick’s action can be categorized as such) on people of color would have been an 
important note to touch on. In addition, by comparing Kaepernick’s kneeling to a religious 
genuflection in front of the flag, attention could have been restored to the object of his 
protest: police brutality. Finally, it could have proven helpful to discuss the ways that the 
narratives around Kaepernick’s protest were specifically constructed to obfuscate the 
attention he was trying to bring to the killing of unarmed black men and women at the 
hands of police.  
 The discussion of #OscarsSoWhite, while more fruitful than the Kaepernick 
discussion because it was couched in less immediately personal issues, could have been 
buttressed with a stronger understanding of how the narratives of inferiority/deficit get 
projected onto the cultural representation of people of color, and the broader histories and 
functions those narratives serve. In addition, with MLK’s Letter in the background, work 
could have been directed towards the antiracist identity development of students. Antiracist 
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identities allow for perspective taking that supports solidarity with movements that seek to 
dismantle policies that exclude or oppress people of color and replace them with policies 
and institutions that support their full belonging and flourishing. Questions that focus on 
how students feel as they learn about the life stories of slavery abolitionists and civil rights 
heroes (of all races) are an important way for students to investigate what sort of resistances 
to similar actions they are embodying.   
 Freedom in this vignette was well supported in some ways and not well supported 
in others. The emotional reactions to the white students’ reactions during the Kaepernick 
discussion, especially among the black football players, is an example of how freedom of 
discussion and inquiry around the contributions of scholars of color can reassert white 
dominant narratives if they are not well supported with the proper pedagogical tools. It is 
important to keep in mind that for freedom to be considered an antiracist pillar, it must not 
be divorced from solidarity (nor indeed from identity and bias pillars) or it becomes a 
freedom that privileges some students (in this case, white students) at the expense of the 
freedom of inquiry of others.  
 
5.5.5 Vignette 5: Successfully Moving Beyond a Black-White Binary 
 
 
 This vignette, easily the most successful of the five in terms of advancing a fruitful 
mode of discussion around race and ethnicity, could have been improved in various ways. 
Reflective exercises using Goto’s categories of understanding themselves through multiple 
racial positions and perspectives would have supported this excellent exercise in 
understanding hybrid identities. Specifically, students could have been asked to unpack a 
particular case study using these lenses, or discuss what might have prevented them from 
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thinking about racism through these lenses in the past. Either of these could have exposed 
the ways that racism functions socially and helped the students to draw closer to 
understanding racism as a cultural and political phenomenon beyond their own individual 
abilities to see themselves differently.  
This exercise lends itself well to discussions on intersectionality because of the 
ways that students can come to understand themselves in various racial positionings, and 
identify opportunities for friendship and allies helpful in undoing racial policies and 
creating cultures of belonging. Further, an exercise such as this highlights the ways that 
racist structures and policies take advantage of identities that are constructed to mask 
hybridity, in order to maintain simple lines of division and obscure opportunities for change 
through solidarity. The exercise could have been strengthened by a discussion on forming 
solidarity with people of color in diverse ministerial settings, drawing direct parallels 
between seeing diverse racial perspectives and working to create cultures and environments 
where those perspectives are valued within ministries. 
It is interesting to note that this exercise did not take on student biases directly, but 
rather invited students to think and understand themselves in ways that their biases may 
have prevented them from doing. I am left wondering if such an invitation was successful 
because it took place in a graduate theology classroom (as opposed to an undergraduate 
classroom or a more public space), and if it is useful in other arenas. Such an approach is 
congruent with many structurally developmental pedagogies, which suggest that the best 
ways to help people move through to new stages of development is to give them tasks to 
think, behave, and see themselves through those new stages (with careful scaffolding). It 
is important that theological educators think along these lines as we plan our lesson plans 
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and syllabi: we cannot expect students to step into new ways of being, seeing, and doing if 
we do not present them with the need to do so. 
Freedom within this vignette is most elucidated by the centering of the experiences 
of the students of color in the room, particularly those who are usually not represented in 
these discussions. These students felt that they were not only invited to engage in the 
material, but that the material was carefully curated to support them in doing so. 
Theological educators should take note of these supporting structures and imagine ways 
that they may be useful across lesson plans and courses. Students of color often hesitate to 
speak out from their experiences because of a fear of being rejected (racism) and of a fear 
of having to represent their entire REC identity groups (tokenism). Structuring an 
assignment, discussion, lesson, and even syllabus to not only invite but support students of 
color to speak-up is beneficial across the board precisely because it harmonizes with the 
spirit of troth within the classroom. As has been discussed, freedom for discussion with 
and about scholarship from people of color must be supported and allowed to be equitable 
and evocative if it is to truly be freedom. 
 
 
5.6 Looking Forward…. 
 
 
 What sort of world are we as theological educators willing to engage with and 
willing to create? In the United States of 2019, overt racism and white nationalism has 
reared its ugly head in ways that should give us pause within our own craft. Are we willing 
to say to our guilds, our departments, and our students that these biases run deeper in our 
culture, tradition, and church than we are willing to admit? Are we willing to stand against 
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narratives of people of color grounded in deficit and danger in ways that help our students, 
those who would become the church’s future ministers, to build spaces of freedom and 
liberation? Catholics in the United States have had (and continue to have) a complicated 
relationship with our racial identity, which continues to shift. For centuries, a triumphalist 
understanding of the church’s theology by bishops and educators under the sway of 
whiteness and Euro-centrism put aside the lives, cultures, and religious voices of millions 
of people of color. The resurfacing of explicit calls to white nationalism, the internment of 
thousands of children in what amount to concentration camps on our borders, and the recent 
spate of mass shootings associated with racial hatred against Latinx peoples cannot be 
ignored in our teaching of theology.237 If history has taught us anything, it is that silence in 
such situations is tantamount to acceptance. Using the pillars and tools discussed above, 
not only can we come equipped to have these conversations, we can increase the likelihood 
that our teaching will bear fruit in the lives of our students and the communities they will 
lead.  
                                                     
237 Zack Beauchamp, “The El Paso shooting Isn’t an anomaly. It’s American history repeating itself,” Vox, 






The American Catholic History Classroom. The Federated Colored Catholics: 




---------------------------------------------------. 1927 Mission Statement of the Federated 




Anderson, Ashlee. “Teach for America and the Dangers of Deficit Thinking.” Critical 
 Education 4, no. 11 (October 15, 2013): 28-46. 
 
ARC. “What do people mean by theo-poetics?” https://artsreligionculture.org/definitions 
 
Arnold, Bill. Genesis: A New Cambridge Bible Commentary. New York: Cambridge 
 University Press, 2009. 
 
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologica: Complete American Edition. Translated by 
 Fathers of the  English Dominican Province. New York: Benzinger Bros, 1947-
 48. 
 
Atwaters, Sybrina Y. and Patrick B. Reyes. Calling for More Than We Have Got Thus 
 Far: Scholars of Color in Theological Education, 2018 Status and Resource 
 Report. Atlanta: Forum for Theological Exploration, 2018. 
 
Banaji, Mahzarin R. and Anthony G. Greenwald, Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good 
 People. New York: Delacorte Press, 2013. 
 
Barreto, Eric D. “Reexamining Ethnicity: Latina/os, Race, and the Bible.” In Latino/a 
 Biblical Hermeneutics: Problematics, Objectives, Strategies, edited by Fracisco 
 Lozada Jr. and Fernando F. Segovia, 73-94. Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014. 
 
Beauchamp, Zack. “The El Paso shooting isn’t an anomaly. It’s American history 
 repeating itself.” Vox, August 6, 2019. https://www.vox.com/policy-and-
 politics/2019/8/6/20754828/el-paso-shooting-white-supremacy-rise. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre. The Logic of Practice. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990. 
 
--------------------. Outline of a Theory of Praxis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
 1977. 
 
Brown, William P. A Handbook to Old Testament Exegesis. Louisville: Westminster John 
 Knox  Press, 2017. 
151 
 
Brown Douglas, Kelly. Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God.  
  Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2015: Kindle location 3965. 
 
Carastathis, Anna. Intersectionality: Origins, Contestations, Horizons. Lincoln: 
 University of  Nebraska Press, 2016. 
 
Cassidy, Laurie. “Becoming Black with God: Towards an Understanding of the Vocation 
 of the White Catholic Theologian in the United States.” In Interrupting White 
 Privilege: Catholic Theologians Break the Silence. Edited by Laurie Cassidy and 
 Alex Mikulich, 147-159. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2007. 
 
Cone, James. The Cross and the Lynching Tree. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2013. 
 
Copeland, M. Shawn. Enfleshing Freedom: Body, Race, and Being. Minneapolis: 
 Fortress Press, 2010. 
 
Crenshaw, Kimberlé Williams. “Race, Reform, and Retrenchement: Transformation and 
 Legitimation in Anti-Discrimination Law.” In Critical Race Theory: The Key 
 Writings that Formed the Movement. Edited by Kimberlé Crenshaw, et. al., 103-
 126. New York: The New Press, 1995. 
 
Cross, Karen J. “Analysis of LiFE Curriculum for White Cultural Bias.” Religious 
 Education 98,  no. 2 (2003): 240-259. 
 
Davenport, Frances G. and Charles Oscar Paulin, eds. European Treaties Bearing on the 
 History of the United States and Its Dependencies. Washington, DC: Carnegie 
 Institute of Washington, 1917. 
 https://archive.org/details/europeantreatie00paulgoog/page/n8 
 
Davis OSB, Cyprian and Jamie Phelps, OP., ed. “Stamped with the Image of God”: 
 African Americans as God’s Image in Black. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003. 
 
Díaz, Miguel. “Outside the Survival of Community There Is No Salvation.” In Building 
 Bridges, Doing Justice: Constructing a Latino/a Ecumenical Theology. Edited by 
 Orlando Espín, 91-111. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2009. 
 
Derman-Sparks, Louise and Patricia G. Ramsey. What if all the kids are White? Anti-bias 
 multicultural education with young children and families. New York: Teachers 
 College Press, 2011. 
 
Dorr, Donal. Option for the Poor and for the Earth. Maryknoll: Orbis books, 2012. 
 
Eberhardt, Jennifer L. Biased: Uncovering the Hidden Prejudice that Shapes What We 




Eligon, John. “Hate Crimes Increase for the Third Consecutive Year, F.B.I. Reports.” The 
 New York Times, November 13, 2018.  
 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/13/us/hate-crimes-fbi-2017.html 
 
Elizondo, Virgilio. The Galilean Journey: The Mexican American Promise. Maryknoll: 
 Orbis Books, 2000. 
 
Eisner, Elliot. The Educational Imagination: On the Design and Evolution of School 
 Programs. New York: Macmillan, 1985. 
 
Ellison, Gregory. Fearless Dialogues: A New Movement for Justice. Louisville: 
 Westminster John Knox Press, 2017. 
 
Espín, Orlando. Grace and Humanness: Theological Reflections Because of Culture. 
 Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2007. 
 
David Evans and Tobin Miller Shearer. “A Principled Pedagogy for Religious 
 Educators.” Religious Education 112, no. 1 (2017): 7-18. 
 
Fernandez, Eleazar. Reimagining the Human: Theological Anthropology in Response to 
 Systemic Evil. Minneapolis: Chalice Press, 2009. 
 
Fears, Barbara A.“Freedom Train: The Underground Railroad as a Model of Christian 
 Education, Antiracism, and Human Rights Advocacy.” Religious Education 112, 
  no. 1 (2017): 19-32. 
 
Fisher, Max. “Sorry, Jorge Mario Bergoglio is not the first non-European Pope.” The 
 Washington Post, March 13, 2013. 
 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/03/13/sorry-jorge-
 mario- bergoglio-is-not-the-first-non-european-pope/ 
 
Fletcher, Jeannine Hill. The Sins of White Supremacy: Christianity, Racism, and 
 Religious Diversity in America. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2017. 
 
Geggus, David. “The French and Haitian Revolutions, and resistance to slavery in the 
 Americas: An Overview.” Outre-Mers. Revue d’histoire, no. 282-283 (1989): 
 107-124. https://doi.org/10.3406/outre.1989.2733 
 
Guren, Patricia, Biren A. Nagda, and Ximena Zuñiga. Dialogue Across Difference: 
 Practice Theory and Research on Intergroup Dialogue. New York: Russell Sage 
 Foundation, 2013.  
 
Gonzalez, Justo. Santa Biblia: The Bible Through Hispanic Eyes. Nashville: Abingdon 




Gonzalez, Michelle A. Afro-Cuban Theology: Race, Culture, and Religion. Gainesville: 
 University of Florida Press, 2009. 
 
Goto, Courtney. “On Being Caught Enacting White Normativity.” Religious Education 
 114, no. 3 (2019): 349-361. 
 
-------------------. “Beyond the Black-White Binary of U.S. Race Relations,” Religious 
 Education, 112, no. 1 (2017): 33-45. 
 
Gregory XVI. “In Supremo Apostolatus, Condemning the Slave Trade,” 1839. Papal 
  Encyclicals Online, http://www.papalencyclicals.net/greg16/g16sup.htm 
 
Hearn, Mark. “Color-Blind Racism, Color-Blind Theology, and Church Practices.” 
 Religious Education 104, no. 3 (2009): 272-288. 
 
Hess, Mary. “White Religious Educators Resisting White Fragility: Lessons from 
 Mystics.” Religious Education 112, no. 1 (2017): 46-57. 
 
hooks, bell. Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom. New York, 
 Routledge, 1994. 
 
Hopkins, Dwight N. Being Human: Race, Culture, and Religion. Minneapolis: Fortress 
 Press, 2005. 
 
Irizarry, Jose R. “The Religious Educator as Cultural Spec-Actor: Researching Self in 
 Intercultural Pedagogy.” Religious Education 98, no. 3 (Summer 2003): 365-381. 
 
-------------------. “Toward an Intercultural Approach to Theological Education for 
 Ministry.” In  Shaping Beloved Community: Multicultural Theological 
 Education, edited by David V. Esterline and Ogbu U. Kalu, 28-42.  Louisville: 
 Westminster John Knox Press, 2006. 
 
Isasi-Díaz, Ada Maria. “A Mujerista Hermeneutics of Justice and Human Flourishing.” In 
 The Bible and the Hermeneutics of Liberation. Edited by Alejandro F. Botta and 
 Pablo R. Andiñac, 181-195. Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009. 
 
--------------------------. “A New Mestizaje/Mulatez: Reconceptualizing Difference.” In A 
 Dream Unfinished: Theological Reflections on America from the Margins. Edited 
 by Eleazar S. Fernandez and Fernando F. Segovia, 203-219. Maryknoll: Orbis 
 Books, 2001. 
 
Intercultural Development Inventory. “Intercultural Development Continuum.” Accessed 





James Jennings, Willie. The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race. 
 New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010. 
 
--------------------------. “The Change We Need: Race and Ethnicity in Theological 
 Education.” Theological Education 49, 1 (2014): 35-42. 
 
--------------------------. “Race and the Educational Imagination: Outlining a Pedagogy of 
 Belonging.” Religious Education 112, no. 1 (2017): 58-65. 
 
Jones, Carolyn M. “Yet With a Steady Beat: The Task of African American Biblical 
 Hermeneutics.” In Yet With a Steady Beat: Contemporary U.S. Afrocentric 
 Biblical Interpretation. Edited by Randall C. Bailey, 161-167. Atlanta: SBL 
 Press, 2003. 
 
Katsouros, Stephen N. Come to Believe: How Jesuits are Reinventing Education (Again). 
 Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2017. 
 
Kelly, Joseph. “Charleston’s Bishop John England and American Slavery.” New 
 Hibernia Review 5, 4 (Winter 2001): 48-56. 
 
Kendi, Ibram. Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in 
 America. New York: Bold Type Books, 2016. 
 
Kailin, Julie. Anti-racist Education: From Theory to Practice. Lanham: Rowman and 
 Littlefield, 2002. 
 
Kruse, Julie A., Judy Didion, and Kathy Perzynski, “Utilizing the Intercultural 
 Development Inventory to develop intercultural competence,” Springer Plus 3, 
  334 (July 1, 2014). 
 
Kuruvilla, Carol. “Evangelicals Keep Misusing the Same Bible Verses to Give Trump a 




LaFarge, S.J., John. “What is Interracial?”, Interracial Review, Accessed in Libraries of 








---------------. “Ex Corde Ecclessiae: Apostolic Constitution of the Supreme Pontiff John 






Lee, Boyung. “Toward Liberating Interdependence: Exploring Intercultural Pedagogy.” 
 Religious Education 105, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 283-298. 
 
----------------.“Broadening the Boundary of ‘Textbooks’ for Intercultural Communication 
 in Religious Education.” Religious Education 105, no. 3 (Spring 2010): 249-252. 
 
Leo XIII. Letter to the Brazilian Bishops, 1888, Letter to all Bishops, 1890, and 
 Catholica Ecclesiae, 1890. As quoted by John Francis Maxwell, “The Correction 
 of the Common Catholic Teaching Concerning Slavery by Pope Leo XIII”. In 
 Change in Official Catholic Moral Teaching, edited by Charles Curran, 76-79. 
 New York: Paulist Press, 2003. 
 
Leonardo, Zeus. Race Frameworks: A Multidimensional Theory of Racism and 
 Education. New York: Teacher’s College Press, 2013. 
 
Lonergan, Bernard. Insight. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992. 
 
Mark, Michelle. “Trump just referred to one of his most infamous campaign comments: 




Markoe, S.J., William M. “Kingfish Race Leaders,” Interracial Review, Accessed in 




Massingale, Bryan. Racial Justice and the Catholic Church. Maryknoll: Orbis books, 
  2010. 
 
Matthew, Patricia A. “What is faculty diversity worth to a university?” The Atlantic, 




Meyendorff, John. Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions. Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s 
 Seminary Press, 1989. 
 
Montesinos, Antonio de. Christmas Eve Sermon of 1511 On Just Treatment of Indians, 






Moy, Russel G. “American Racism: The Null Curriculum in Religious Education.” 
 Religious Education 95, no. 2 (2000): 120-133. 
 
O’Laughlin, Michael J. “New Data Suggests Clinton, Not Trump, Won Catholic Vote.” 
 America, April 6, 2017. https://www.americamagazine.org/politics-
 society/2017/04/06/new-data- suggest-clinton-not-trump-won-catholic-vote 
 
Ospino, Hosffman. “Foundations for an Intercultural Philosophy of Christian Education.” 
 Religious Education 104, no. 3 (2009): 303-314. 
 
----------------------. Interculturalism and Catechesis: A Catechist’s Guide to Responding 
 to Cultural Diversity. New London: Twenty-Third Publications, 2017. 
 
Pasquier, Michael. “Though Their Skin Remains Brown, I Hope Their Souls Will Soon 
 Be White: Slavery, French Missionaries, and the Roman Catholic Priesthood in 
 the American South, 1789-1865.” Church History, 77, 2 (June 2008): 337-370. 
 
Paul III. “Sublimus Dei: On the Enslavement and Evangelization of Indians,” 1537. Papal 
 Encyclicals Online, http://www.papalencyclicals.net/paul03/p3subli.htm. 
 
Peters, Rebecca Todd. Solidarity Ethics: Transformation in a Globalized World. 
 Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014. 
 
Pfiel, Margaret. “The Transformative Power of the Periphery: Can a White U.S. Catholic 
 Opt for the Poor?” In Interrupting White Privilege: Catholic Theologians Break 
 the Silence. Edited by Laurie Cassidy and Alex Mikulich, 127-146. Maryknoll: 
 Orbis  Books, 2007. 
 
Phipps, Kelly A. “Same Direction-Different Paths: A mixed methods examination of 
 leaders’ openness to religious difference using the Intercultural Development 
 Inventory,” Ph.D. diss., The University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2009. ProQuest 
 Dissertation Publishing. 
 
Pineda-Madrid, Nancy. Suffering and Solidarity in Ciudad Juárez. Minneapolis: Fortress 
 Press, 2011. 
 
The Pontifical Biblical Commission, “The Jewish People and their Sacred Scriptures in 
 the Christian Bible.” Rome: the Vatican, 2002. 
 http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/pcb_documents/rc_con_
 cfaith_doc_20020212_popolo-ebraico_en.html  
 
“Report of Bishop England to the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda.” American Catholic 
 Historical Society of Philadelphia, 8 (1897): 317-329. 
 
Rozell, Mark. “Introduction: The Catholic Vote in the USA.” In Catholics and U.S. 
 Politics After the 2016 Election: Understanding the Swing Vote. Edited by Marie 
157 
 
 Gayte, Blandine Chelini-Pont, and Mark J. Rozell, 1-22. Cham: Palgrave 
 Macmillan, 2018. 
 
Sanders, Cody J. and Angela Yarber. Microaggressions in Ministry: Confronting the 
 Hidden Violence of Everyday Church. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
 2015. 
 
Second Vatican Council. Gaudium et Spes: Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
 Modern World, Promulgated by His Holiness, Pope Paul VI On December 7, 




Shafer, Peter William. “The Heart, Not the Face: A Civil-War-Era Tale and the Persistent 
 Challenge of Race in Religious Education.” Religious Education 104, no. 4 
 (2009): 406-419. 
 
Smith, Yolanda. “Let Freedom Ring! Black Women’s Spirituality Shaping Prophetic 
 Christian Education.” Religious Education, 107, no. 3 (2017): 220-224. 
 
Spezzano, Daria. The Glory of God’s Grace: Deification According to Thomas Aquinas. 
 Ave Maria: Sapientia Press, 2015. 
 
Steele, Claude M. Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do. 
 W.W. Norton and Company, 2010. 
 
Sullivan, SJ, Francis Patrick. Indian Freedom: The Cause of Bartolome de las Casas. 
 Kansas City: Sheed and Ward, 1995. 
 
Sullivan, Robert David. “List: Taking the Pulse of Catholic Voters.” America Magazine, 
 June 4. 2019, https://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2019/06/04/list-
 taking-pulse-catholic-voters. 
 
Tate, Adam. “Confronting Abolitionism: Bishop John England, American Catholicism, 
 and Slavery.” The Journal of the Historical Society IX:3 (September 2009): 373-
 404. 
 
Tatum, Beverly Daniel. Why are all the Black kids sitting together in the cafeteria? New 
 York: Basic Books, 2017. 
 
Teel, Karen. Racism and the Image of God. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 
 
Tinker, George. “The Bible as a Text in Cultures: Native Americans.” In The Peoples’ 
 Companion to the Bible, edited by Curtiss Paul DeYoung, et. al., 30-34. 




Turner, Thomas W. “President’s Annual Address, New York, September 2, 1932”, The 




Turpin, Katherine. “Christian Education, White Supremacy, and Humility in Formational 
 Agendas.” Religious Education 112, no. 1 (2017): 407-417. 
 
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. “Open Wide Our Hearts: The Enduring 
 Call to  Love: A Pastoral Letter Against Racism.” Washington, DC: USCCB, 
 2018. 
 
-------------------------------------------------------. “Love Thy Neighbor As Thyself: U.S. 




Weems, Renita J. “Re-Reading for Liberation: African American Women and the Bible.” 
 In I Found God in Me: A Womanist Biblical Hermeneutics Reader, edited by 
 Mitzi J. Smith, 42-56. Eugene: Cascade Books, 2015. 
 
Williams, Demetrius K. “The Bible and Models of Liberation in the African American 
 Experience.” In Yet With A Steady Beat: Contemporary U.S. Afrocentric Biblical 
 Interpretation, edited by Randall C. Bailey, 33-59. Atlanta: SBL Press, 2003. 
 
Wing Sue, Derald. Race Talk and the Conspiracy of Silence: Understanding and 
 Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2015. 
 
Wright, Almeda M. “Mis-Education, A Recurring Theme? Transforming Black Religious 
 and Theological Education.” Religious Education 112, no. 1 (2017): 66-79. 
 
Yamada, Frank M. “The Bible as Text in Cultures: Asian Americans.” In The Peoples’ 
 Companion to the Bible, edited by Curtiss Paul DeYoung, et. al., 34-39. 






Appendix A: Survey Questions 
  
Hello and thank you for agreeing to be a part of this study. Your answers during this 
interview will help to further research on the ways that theological educators navigate 
difficult discussions about racism and ethnocentrism in the classroom.   
  
Neither your students, your university, nor yourself will be identified in the notes and 
recordings. I will be asking you about contextual information about yourself, your 
students, and the university in which you have encountered difficult discussions about 
racism and ethnocentrism in the classroom. This information will include questions about 
race, ethnicity, gender, and economic status.   
  
If at any time you feel uncomfortable and would like to take a break or withdraw from 
the study, please feel free to do so.  Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  
  
I’d like you to think about one particular instance where you were teaching about racism 
and / or ethnocentrism in a theology class.   
  
1. With what race and gender do you identify?  
  
2. With what ethnicity do you identify?  
  
3. Have you ever received training for facilitating difficult discussions about racism 
and ethnocentrism?  
  
4. What course did this discussion take place in?  
  
5. In your syllabus for the class the discussion(s) took place in, in what ways did you 
include any texts or analyses of theologies or religious experiences from minoritized 
races and/or ethnicities (people of color, such as African Americans, Latinxs, Asians, 
or specific intersections within these groups, such as Womanist 
or Mujerista scholars)?  
  
6. Were you expecting to have this discussion come up at some point during the 
course?  
  
7. Who was involved in that discussion?   
  
8. To the best of your knowledge, with what race, ethnicity, and gender did the 
people involved in that discussion identify?  
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interview will help to further research on the ways that theological educators navigate 
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Thinking about the discussion you used to complete the survey, please describe the 
content and flow of the discussion.  
  
1. What particular element of racism or ethnocentrism was this discussion about?   
 
2. How did the discussion begin?  
 
3. How did you respond to or help to navigate the discussion?  
 
4. How did the discussion end?  
 
5. In what ways were you impacted by the discussion? What emotions would you 
describe as being connected to that event for you?  
 
6. In what ways were the students impacted by the discussion? To the best of your 
knowledge, what emotions did the students appear to be experiencing as a result of 
that discussion?  
  
7. Was the discussion brought up again at another point during the course, by either 
yourself or the students?  
  
 




Appendix C: Sample Lesson Plan 
The following lesson plan is adapted from Vignette #5. 
 
Learning Objectives:  To understand how a black/white binary blurs the impacts of  
   racism on non-black communities. 
 
   To understand how racism as a social and economic phenomenon 
   impacts their perceptions of others, and how they are perceived by  
   others. 
 
   To imagine avenues for solidarity that benefit all communities  
   impacted by racism. 
 
Text:    Courtney Goto, “Beyond the Black-White Binary of U.S. Race  
   Relations” 
 
 
Focusing Activity: Presentation of scenario that incorporates multiple racial and  
   cultural perspectives on a particular incident. 
 
1st Reflection:  How would you respond to the above scenario? What and who  
   would you consider as you do so? 
 
Text Presentation:  Goto’s argument and three theoretical perspectives: “Middle Man”, 
   “Racial Triangulation”, and “Tri-racial System”  
 
Group Work:  Divide into small groups and use theoretical perspectives to  
   analyze scenario. 
 
2nd Reflection: Large group sharing of insights. How do these analyses change  
   how you consider responding to the scenario? Who and what are  
   important now, and why?  
 
3rd Reflection: Pair and Share: What solutions for this scenario do these theories 
 and perspectives point to? How do these solutions differ from the 
 ways you would have responded in the 1st reflection?  
 
4th Reflection:  Individual Writing: In what ways did the black/white binary 
 impact your own ability to analyze the situation? What stories 
 about racial others were you using in your first analysis? What 
 stories about racial others were you leaving out? 
 
Pillars Engaged: Identity – students are asked to consider how their own racial,  
   gendered, and ethnic identities place them in different power  
   positions relative to other groups. Intersectionality and hybridity  




   Freedom – discussion is focused around the theoretical tools rather  
   than opinions. The tools also open up sharing from the voices of  
   students of color in the room. Questions are asked and answered in 
   different contexts (small group, large group, pairs, and individual)  
   on an incremental basis to allow for students to be honest without  
   worrying about being judged. 
   
   Reflection on Bias – students compare their own perspectives and  
   solutions before and after using the theoretical frameworks.  
   Questions allow them to consider the racial narratives that   
   impacted their understanding of the scenario. Theoretical   
   perspectives presented trace these narratives to socio-political  
   causes rather than individual biases. 
   
   Solidarity as Praxis – students imagine responses that benefit  
   everyone. The topic and content of the lesson are aligned with the  
   interests of those who are being oppressed by racist narratives. 
 
